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Abstract 
 
 
Why would people choose to go into prison to see a play performed by prisoners? There is a 
growing body of research into prison theatre’s capacity for building pro-social skills in 
preparedness for rehabilitation but there has been little critical analysis directed at answering the 
above question. In contrast, audiences are generally regarded as an essential element of 
theatrical practice so, in the application of theatre in prisons, it is interesting to drill down to 
how audiences contribute to prison theatre specifically. This dissertation reveals what audience 
members experience when attending a prison theatre performance and outlines the valuable 
contribution that audiences offer to prison theatre projects. Ultimately, through the interaction of 
audience and performer, prison theatre performance engenders a bridging link between the 
prison and the world that prisoners aspire to re-enter. In order to test this claim, a case study was 
conducted of the Queensland Shakespeare Ensemble’s Shakespeare Prison Project 2013 
performance of The Comedy of Errors, performed by prisoners incarcerated at the Southern 
Queensland Correctional Centre. Audiences who attended one of these performances were 
invited to participate in theatre talk discussions to reflect on their experience; a methodology 
adapted from Wilmar Sauter. The audience serves to legitimise the performers as performers, 
offering temporary respite from the weighty label of ‘offender’ under which they usually 
operate. Audiences themselves derive enjoyment in being able to provide this support to 
prisoners and begin to recognise the performers’ humanity rather than their criminal sentences. 
The use of Shakespeare’s works in prisons is becoming increasingly documented as a subset of 
prison arts and education practice. Participants reflected on what it felt like to witnessing 
prisoners negotiate Shakespeare’s language, characters and emotional resonances. Ultimately, 
audiences and performers experience a sense of connectedness they previously hadn’t thought 
possible. Audiences are invited to reflect on their attitudes, values and beliefs about 
incarceration, education and community building and are challenged to test the limits of their 
own empathy. This dissertation reinforces the capacity for theatre to stimulate positive, pro-
social interactions with incarcerated individuals and highlights the important contribution that 
members of the public can make within this space when they participate in a prison theatre 
performance. 
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Introduction: Prison Theatre and Audiences 
 
Prison is well-recognised as a designated space for those whom society deems to have 
committed crimes that deserve a period of withdrawal from the mainstream community. It is also 
well-accepted that a large proportion of those who find themselves in prison come from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. As Michael Balfour notes, criminals tend to be victims of poverty, 
lack of hope, alienation, family disorganisation, racism and other social problems 
(“Introduction” 6). In order to respond to these social problems prison theatre programs are often 
designed to provide a creative space through which prisoners can either implicitly or explicitly 
confront topics such as how social factors including socio-economic status, social isolation and 
alienation, family and community structures may have either led to their offending behaviour or 
influenced their life choices.  
Broadly speaking, criminology and offender researchers do tend to agree that 
“participating in the arts may enable prisoners to better engage in learning” (McNeill et al. 83). 
As noted in a review of arts practice within the criminal justice system in the United Kingdom1, 
arts interventions may be successful because “they offer a non-traditional, non-institutional, 
social and emotional environment […]; and an opportunity to participate in a creative process 
that involves both structure and freedom (Hughes 11). Specifically, Davey et al suggest that 
contemporary theories of desistence from crime can provide a theoretical framework for 
understanding the contribution that prison theatre might be making in the correctional setting. 
They suggest that prison theatre has the capacity to motivate offenders towards acquiring the 
requisite skills that would usefully assist them in desisting from crime (798). Importantly 
however, practitioners have significantly varied motivations for engaging in prison theatre that 
are not necessarily generated from an interest in crime desistence.  
Since the publication of Prison Theatre: Perspectives and Practices, edited by James 
Thompson, the prison theatre field has seen many accounts of various projects, including 
Balfour’s Theatre in Prison and Jonathan Shailor’s Performing New Lives. Jean Trounstine’s 
Shakespeare Behind Bars, Amy Scott-Douglass’s Shakespeare Inside and Laura Bates’s 
Shakespeare Saved My Life provide accounts of specific Shakespeare-based projects, discussing 
among other things the evolution of these particular projects. Other texts, such as Lawrence 
Tocci’s The Proscenium Cage, take a more critically evaluative approach to discussing how 
these programs operate and measure outcomes. Despite the broad consensus across criminogenic 
researchers that arts practice may be useful in efforts towards desistence from crime, the 
                                                          
1 Doing the Arts Justice: A review of research literature, practice and theory was a review conducted by Jenny Hughes on behalf of 
the Unit for the Arts and Offenders, Centre for Applied Theatre Research in 2005. The review was commissioned by the Arts 
Council of England and was aimed at generating increased knowledge and understanding of the impact of arts interventions on crime 
prevention and reduction and the rehabilitation of offenders.  
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academic field of research about prison theatre is dominated by practitioners, themselves 
producing theatre projects in prison and then reflecting on their practice through subsequent 
publications including scholarly articles, monographs and conference presentations as well as 
memoirs, interviews and documentaries. 
Practitioners tend to each have their own individual ideas about what the overall value 
is in their prison theatre practice, least of which may be an eventual desistance in crime. For 
example, there is much conjecture around the value of performance outcomes and subsequently 
the nature of engagement of audiences, or rather the audience’s contributions, within this 
context. Some practitioners regard performance as an essential element of the work that prison 
theatre is purported to achieve – Shailor argues that as “actors facing their audiences, prisoners 
have the opportunity to take advantage of a liminal zone where identities and relationships are 
fluid and multi-dimensional, and where they can, in a very real sense, perform new lives” 
(“Introduction” 31). Meanwhile other prison theatre practitioners are not convinced that 
performance, that is the presentation of a theatrical work before an audience, is necessarily 
integral to achieve the desired goals of prison theatre. Balfour states that “what is of importance 
here is not ‘the product’ for, the product is the residue of an impulse to express something, to 
represent an experience about the nature of being human. And it is this impulse that needs to be 
valued” (“Introduction” 2).  
Anecdotally, practitioners may dispute the value and role of involving audiences as part 
of individual prison theatre projects.2 Yet there has been little critical discourse about the 
contribution of audiences to prison theatre performance, either in terms of how the presence of 
an audience affects the experience for the inmate actors or in terms of the impact on audience 
members of witnessing theatre in prison (or theatre performed by prisoners). The major 
exception to this is Rob Pensalfini’s Prison Shakespeare which does address the role of the 
audience in prison theatre. Pensalfini’s discussion of audiences of prison theatre, in part, 
intersects with the present study; notably Pensalfini has been a principal supervisor for this 
dissertation. But his consideration could be regarded as being framed by, more broadly, his 
research into and the experience of the impact of prison theatre on the wider community 
generally, including those members of the public who participate as audience members. 
Initially, the literature’s broad focus on prisoners (and not audiences) may appear to be 
an understandable oversight; the focus of prison theatre scholarship is centred on the prisoners 
who participate in the theatrical workshopping, rehearsing and sometimes performing process. 
While a performance is not necessarily integral to prison theatre projects, such projects do often 
have a performance component to their work. An audience of some description, whether it 
                                                          
2 See for example Shailor’s “A Conversation with the Authors” in Performing New Lives.  
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includes other project participants, a broader inmate audience, or the friends and families of 
participants, is usually engaged in this performance event and thus contributes to the project. 
The nature of the audiences’ aesthetic engagement and how that engagement contributes to 
such performances is worthy of further exploration. 
Although prison theatre practitioners place varying degrees of emphasis on the 
worthiness of performance within their individual projects, generally speaking it is agreed that 
theatrical performance can offer specific value to prison populations. I am interested in the 
audience’s experience of prison theatre and the engagement reflections that they report. 
Arguably, it is intrinsically valuable to have a live audience witness prison theatre performance 
in that it elicits a sense of connectedness and goodwill between the prisoners performing and 
their respective audience. Experiencing theatre within the prison context can also be 
characterised as having a unique quality to it. This has much to do with the audience’s assumed 
knowledge about the performers; the connotations that individual audience members have when 
they know the actors in front of them are prisoners; the cultural cachet associated with theatre 
(particularly canonical work including Shakespeare); and a strong desire to see the inmates do 
well. I address issues of audience reception within the prison context by gathering responses 
from audience members, through using Theatre Talks, a methodology developed by Wilmar 
Sauter, regarding the value of having an audience and the quality of the performance itself. This 
is through the consideration of a single instance of a prison theatre project performance: the 
Queensland Shakespeare Ensemble’s (QSE) Shakespeare Prison Project’s 2013 performance of 
The Comedy of Errors. Of course I don’t necessarily claim that the same results will be found in 
every instance of prison theatre practice. Rather, this case study represents an initial exploration 
of audience reception within the prison theatre context and as such it may be indicative of 
general trends across this field. This dissertation argues that audience members see an important 
role for themselves within the design of prison theatre projects and that they find the experience 
as rewarding for themselves  as much as they would hope that it is rewarding for the performers. 
The central questions that I address are: what do live audiences offer or contribute to prison 
theatre? and how do audience members reflect on this experience? These questions inform the 
nature of engagement for such audiences. As will be elucidated throughout, audiences believe 
that they are a necessary component of making theatre theatre for the inmate performers and 
their lives are equally enriched by participating in the experience as the project is designed to 
enrich the lives of prisoner performers. Attending prison theatre is more than going to support a 
type of community production; it becomes a reflective experience that challenges audience 
members’ individual assumptions and preconceptions about a socially and institutionally 
constructed community, and causes them to reflect on how society at large engages with this 
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group. Importantly, audiences themselves compare the prison theatre experience with their own 
other theatre-going experiences. Naturally, audiences tend mostly to engage in commercial 
theatre events and thus it is inevitable that they compare their experience of theatre in prison 
with theatre in commercial contexts. This dissertation outlines how attending a prison 
performance can stir empathy, connectedness and a sense of goodwill towards prisoner 
performers. As will be demonstrated, through audience participation, prison theatre has the 
capacity to influence societal views and public discourse about prisoner populations. 
Each prison theatre program is unique; each has different aims, goals, methodologies and 
practices and must operate within the context of particular laws, jurisdictions, policies and 
political regimes. It is therefore useful to start with a brief overview of various programs in order 
to provide a clearer understanding of the many projects that are encompassed under the banner 
of prison theatre. It is important to note at the outset that there is a constant shift in governing 
bodies’ appreciation for, welcoming and support of prison theatre programs across various 
jurisdictions. Therefore, while there is broad research that supports arts programs in prisons as 
being useful for rehabilitative purposes, individual programs are rarely mainstays in the suite of 
programs offered to offenders. 
As noted in the Captive Audiences research project, “performing arts projects in prisons 
take myriad forms” (Schippers et al. np) and therefore it can be difficult to map out and 
contextualize various practices. Broadly speaking, there are two major areas of correctional 
service delivery that prison theatre may operate within. Schippers et al defines these as Prisoner 
Development and Humane, Effective and Safe Prisons. Notably, Schippers et al have observed 
that arts practice frequently contributes across a number of intentional domains; cultural access, 
education, health and wellbeing, prison environment, changing offending behaviour and 
reintegration (n.p.). The blurring between different practitioner intentions can be both implicit 
and explicit and as will be demonstrated in Chapter One, participants’ understanding of the 
intentions behind certain projects does inform how they individually evaluate those projects. 
Some programs are designed specifically to address offending behaviours and frequently 
challenge the thinking that may lead to incarceration. Examples of these include Geese Theatre 
and Theatre in Prisons and Probation (TIPP), both in the United Kingdom (Pensalfini, Prison 
Shakespeare 10 - 13). These programs typically take a cognitive-behavioural approach and, as 
such, put particular emphasis on workshopping through facilitated role-play exercises and 
frequently have a reflective component. These programs do not usually have a specific intention 
of putting on a performance but the participants do perform for each other within the 
workshopping process. Through this form of performance, participants explore alternative 
pathways within scenarios that are familiar and related to circumstances of their offending. In 
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this case, the participants themselves act as witnesses or audience members to each individual’s 
personal journey and development. While examining these participants’ role as audiences would 
be interesting to explore, these are not the type of audiences that I have observed in my study. 3 
Other programs could be situated within a more traditional educational context. This is 
one area where Shakespeare is commonly used, due, in part, to its history as a canonical literary 
text in English curricula. Facilitators of these programs, including Jean Trounstine and Laura 
Bates, typically come from a literary studies background and often refer to what they do as 
teaching Shakespeare (Pensalfini “Prison Shakespeare” 41). These sorts of programs may or 
may not have a performance outcome. For example, Laura Bates has worked with prisoners in 
solitary confinement. In as much as group discussion can be facilitated (by prisoners 
communicating with each other via slot openings in their individual cell doors), Bates brings 
inmates together to textually analyse a specific play. Quite clearly, such inmates cannot come 
together to physically perform the Shakespeare plays they read and discuss. They do, however, 
often write adaptations of the play they study and these adaptations are rehearsed and performed 
among inmates in the general population at the facility. The original writers are able to view the 
production on closed-circuit TV from within their solitary cells (Bates “To know my deed” 33 – 
39). Such a program could have implications for how the inmates in solitary confinement feel 
about being audiences of their own work, but this is not a specific group of audiences that I 
explore here. 
Other programs may have a less tangible rationale attached in the sense that they are 
about promoting cultural access, prisoner health and wellbeing and improving the prison 
environment. These programs can be particularly difficult to evaluate because their effect on 
prisoner engagement and behaviour within the correctional institution is not easily 
distinguishable. These programs place an emphasis on providing a creative, safe space through 
which to escape the monotony and emotional hardship of every day prison existence and also in 
which to explore new strategies and ways of thinking and being. Practitioners of these 
programs, such as Curt Tofteland and Pensalfini, and many of the prison theatre programs in 
Italy, typically come from a theatrical background, and performance is usually an important 
outcome of these projects (see Pensalfini’s Prison Shakespeare for more detail about these 
projects). Facilitators are generally quick to embrace the beneficial outcomes to prisoners of 
these programs, but tend to see these as personal growth made possible through artistic practice, 
rather than therapy. Though it is noted that Tofteland, in particular, sees his work and process as 
therapeutic by nature (Tofteland 218), he is also adamant that his participants are not doing 
                                                          
3 Geese and TIPP also bring in devised interactive theatre performances that prisoners may participate in as audience members. This 
thesis does not have the scope to consider the nature of engagement of prisoners as audience members. 
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therapy (cited in Pensalfini, Prison Shakespeare 30). As is suggested by the explicit aim of 
putting up a performance event within these types of projects, there is an engagement of 
audiences with projects of this kind that replicates traditional performance event conditions 
perhaps unlike the types of prison theatre practice mentioned above. Further explanation of how 
audiences are frequently involved in these types of projects is therefore worth outlining. 
For the purposes of this study I explore the role of the audience in those prison theatre 
projects that do incorporate a live performance outcome. Before proceeding further, I distinguish 
the difference in terminology for the relevant roles to which I refer. ‘Practitioners’ are arts and 
academic professionals who convene and facilitate prison theatre workshops and projects. This 
does not include the correctional staff who may be involved in the administration and scheduling 
of such projects. ‘Participants’ are the prison inmates themselves who participate in the theatre 
project. There is no single term that is used by all practitioners to refer to inmate participants and 
frequently, other variations are used: actor/inmates, inmate performers, prisoner participants, et 
cetera. For the purpose of this dissertation I use these terms interchangeably. 
Definitions of who constitutes ‘audience’ are varied depending on individual projects. 
Some project performances are used as an opportunity for the broader prison community to 
experience a slice of the growth benefits that prisoner participants say they have gained. 
Jonathan Shailor reflects on the response from inmates, prison staff and invited guests, including 
family members, who attended performances of King Lear by inmates of Racine Correctional 
Institute in Wisconsin in 2005 (“Prison Theatre” 180-196). He quotes a participant named 
Damian who felt that the performance “left an overwhelmingly positive impression on both the 
staff and inmate population. [...] And the impression on my daughter’s face is forever etched in 
my heart, my mind and my soul. The whole nine-month process was worth that smile from my 
daughter and my wife” (“Prison Theatre” 180). Other programs have a distinct intention to share 
prisoners’ stories and experiences with a broader public. As mentioned above, even Laura 
Bates’s work with prisoners in solitary confinement led to performance outcomes. As recounted 
by Terry Sepinuck “[o]ur intention was to share these stories with the prison population as well 
as the general public to help people understand the inner lives of prisoners who are serving life 
sentences in a state where there is no possibility of parole” (164). Sepinuck refers to acts of 
public performance serving as “communal catharsis, bringing prisoners and those who loved, 
knew, or feared them together to grieve and heal” (177). In contrast, QSE’s Shakespeare Prison 
Project regularly has people from diverse backgrounds attend: company subscribers, friends and 
family of the facilitators involved, members of the community development sector, academics 
and fellow researchers, and increasingly, family and friends of the participants. The make-up of 
any particular audience group may draw in people from the public like any theatre performance, 
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but the concentration of individuals emotionally, professionally and/or financially invested in 
the project as a whole, not just the performance is also likely higher. Just as in mainstream 
theatre, some audiences re-attend prison performances on a regular basis. The roles and 
reactions of these audience members, for all intents and purposes – the general public – are what 
I focus on here. 
In mainstream theatre an audience is crucial to the creation of theatrical production and 
the experience of participating in theatre. For commercial theatre production, both professional 
and amateur, audiences are a necessary economic element of the theatrical event. Without 
audiences participating in their work, these forms are often (but not always) unsustainable. 
Indeed even where there is government funding and/or corporate sponsorship, audience 
attendance numbers are often used to measure the success of a commercial production, as has 
been argued by audience scholar Susan Bennett: “[t]he survival of theatre is economically tied to 
a willing audience – not only those people paying to sit and watch a performance but 
increasingly those who approve a government, corporate, or other subsidy” (4). To a certain 
extent, this is largely true of the prison theatre context as well, where programs are usually 
reliant on government funding or corporate sponsorship to subsidise costs for running programs. 
Selling tickets to see the show can be a form of fund-raising, but there are ethical questions that 
are often asked regarding the possibility of exploiting the inmate performers for the profit of the 
organisation running the project.4  
Regardless, the role of the audience permeates theatrical performance beyond providing 
mere financial support. Theatre makers, including producers, actors and directors, are frequently 
adamant that it is the presence of a live audience that makes theatre theatre. Jerzy Grotowski 
questioned if theatre could exist at all without “at least one spectator” and Vsevolod Meyerhold 
claimed that all modern dramatists assume a play will remain unfinished when it appears on 
stage, stating, “we realize that the crucial revision of a production is that which is made by the 
spectator” (S Bennett 7). There is an energy that performers experience (and comment on) as a 
result of the presence of an audience, and a palpable sense of two-way communication, despite 
the fact that it may be (but is not always) only the performers who are moving and speaking. As 
will be clarified in subsequent chapters, audiences and performers of prison theatre comment on 
the communicative nature that is implicit in theatrical production. Many theatre scholars agree 
that part of the critical enquiry of theatre must consider the engagement of audiences. As Diane 
Paulus puts it: 
 
                                                          
4 For the 2013 QSE Shakespeare Prison Project audiences did not buy tickets to see the show but in subsequent performances a 
small ticket price was charged. The project manager announced prior to performances that revenue from tickets would go towards 
funding the costs of the project. 
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[t]he focus must be on the relationship with the audience. The heart of the theatre is what 
happens between the performer and spectator; the pulsating, vibrating flow of energy 
which can only happen live in the presence of both parties. When we make theatre we 
must think about the audience. They are our partner. Ultimately, they will complete the 
theatrical event. (335) 
 
Presumably the “flow of energy” is also generated in prison theatre performances 
between prison performers and audience members, but is it a unique type of energy? Audiences 
of prison theatre generally do not expect Tony Award-winning performances by the prisoners – 
they do not offer to critique prison performances in the same way that they may feel otherwise 
compelled to or invited to for commercial productions. In fact, as has been evidenced in the 
Theatre Talks conducted for this study, and will be discussed further in Chapter Two, audiences 
seem to feel uncomfortable about providing critical feedback about the prison performance and 
performers in the typically aesthetic terms used by audiences attending mainstream productions. 
Rather, audiences regularly comment on their surprise at the virtuosity of the prisoner 
performers. The individual audience member’s prior relationship with the performer(s) is also 
relevant to how they receive the show. 
Both an inmate audience (audiences entirely sourced from within the prison facility 
and/or transported from a facility with the specific purpose of viewing the performance) and an 
audience mainly of the performers’ invited friends and family are common across a large range 
of prison theatre programs. The motivations for such specific populations attending these 
performances would appear to be fairly explicit; to see the inmates. Setting aside the possibility 
that attending the performance is made mandatory by the correctional facility, these 
performances present a break from the monotony of daily prison existence, not to mention a 
rare opportunity to be entertained, specifically by their peers, in a sanctioned way. For families, 
they may go to see their loved-ones perform simply as a chance to see them, an opportunity to 
see them achieving something positive, an opportunity to see them doing something novel or 
unfamiliar. The contribution these audiences offer, though not having been analysed explicitly, 
is widely commented on by practitioners and curators of the work.5 The motivation for 
attending a prison performance for people who don’t have these personal connections is not as 
clear cut. For this dissertation, I focus on other performance attendees who make up a public 
audience; these people have disparate and varied reasons for attending the performance and for 
many of them, it is the first time that they have been behind the razor wire. By focusing on 
these particular audience members, I can obtain a better understanding of how prison theatre 
                                                          
5 Such accounts can be found in several key prison theatre collections including Shailor. 
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performance can impact upon the lives of not only the people personally involved in these 
projects, but also consider broader public responses to such projects. Such information could be 
useful when projects are being designed and developed in the future, in helping to articulate 
what prison projects can achieve and potential outcomes of such projects that go beyond the 
prison community itself. 
‘Public audiences’ is the term I have used to refer to people who attend prison theatre 
but don’t have personal connections with the individual inmate performers. This can include 
attendees with political motivations such as charities, funding bodies, government 
representatives, politicians and inmate advocates. It also may include people with vested 
interests in the program itself or in the people who run it. QSE usually invites company 
members and previous project facilitators along with interested academics, theatre 
professionals and people who have indicated an interest in attending the performance. As is in 
the nature of prison theatre, these performances aren’t usually advertised to the general public 
through standard media such as billboards or TV advertisements, but rather advertising is 
targeted to a niche public who are already ‘in the know’ with regards to the project: subscriber 
email lists, personal and professional networks, et cetera. However, it is not unheard of for 
members of the public to come across the project, whether through someone already involved 
or through an institution with vested interest (university representatives and theatre subscribers 
are often invited to QSE performances, as well as people invited to participate in relevant 
research studies such as this author). Regardless of how audiences are sourced, the presence of 
a public audience from the outside coming into a prison for a performance is an interesting yet 
unexplored aspect of prison theatre. While the focus of most prison theatre research is squarely 
on the prisoners themselves, I seek to consider the theatrical event of prison theatre 
performance from an outsider’s point of view. I am interested in how prison theatre 
performance experiences affect members of the general public. 
 
Thesis structure 
Structurally, it was important that this dissertation firstly (in broad terms) provide a 
snapshot of my initial questions and considerations about audience involvement in prison theatre 
then move onto recounting the actual performance before digging deeper into analysis of what 
audience member responses were. This dissertation concludes that prison theatre is valuable 
because it connects the public with prisons and generates goodwill and communication between 
these two communities. I arrived at this view from first constructing key questions about how 
audiences respond to prison theatre and to prisoners specifically. I considered what members of 
the public may find significant, memorable or worthwhile about their personal attendance. 
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Interestingly, audiences are aware of how their surroundings, both the environment and the 
institutional processes synonymous with it, and their attitudes and preconceived ideas about 
prisons and prisoners affected their reception of the performance. Such insight led me to 
consider what may be the broader implications of public audience contributions to prison 
theatre. 
This dissertation is composed of three chapters. The first chapter considers audience 
reception studies that have informed the methodological approach to this study. It details the 
Theatre Talk approach that was used to gather audience response data. This leads into 
discussion of the case study in question, and provides an overview of the topics discussed by 
theatre talk participants. It provides background and contextual information about the QSE 
Shakespeare Prison Project and outlines how the Theatre Talks were designed and conducted 
for this specific study, engaging broadly with the outcomes of the Theatre Talks which lead 
appropriately into the next two chapters that analyse more explicitly these outcomes. 
Chapter Two focuses on how audience members characterise their responses to prison 
theatre. This chapter engages significantly with the core discourses that came out of the Theatre 
Talks but it also introduces anecdotal commentary made about audience contributions within 
existing prison theatre literature. It acknowledges how variable factors such as the demographic 
and contextual make up of audiences can influence and have influenced audience responses to 
prison theatre. The chapter draws on varying practitioner opinions about audiences in prison 
theatre: the value of audiences, the problems associated with audiences in the prison context, as 
well as considering prison theatre project outcomes that are specific to having audiences 
involved (which tend to be reported as positive results). 
Chapter Three focuses on the perceived and demonstrated value of attending prison 
theatre for audience members themselves. In this chapter, the focus deliberately moves away 
from how audiences promote outcomes for individual projects and turns rather to specific 
consideration of why audiences attend, what they get out of that attendance, and to some extent, 
why some audience members may choose to continue their engagement with prison theatre by 
attending future performances. This discussion opens up to a broader consideration of how 
participating in prison theatre as an audience member fosters goodwill and enhanced 
communication about prisons across society at large. 
Throughout, there is a particular emphasis placed on the consideration of how 
Shakespeare operates within the space of prison theatre. There are two reasons for this focus: the 
case study used here was specifically a Shakespeare project, and there is an increasing body of 
research that discusses the particular popularity of Shakespeare in prison and offers various 
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pedagogical reasons for its relative success within the prison theatre space.6 The other reason 
why Shakespeare in prison has been given such emphasis within this study is that audiences who 
participated in the Theatre Talks generally saw Shakespeare as being intrinsic to the outcomes 
they perceived for the inmate performers and for themselves; why this is the case will be 
elucidated throughout. 
Using Shakespeare in prisons as an educational tool is not new. Indeed some prison 
theatre programs have been born out of what were initially education programs that involved 
Shakespeare. Interestingly, Tofteland’s Shakespeare Behind Bars program started out as an 
offshoot of an existing program, Books Behind Bars, an educational/literary program 
(Tofteland 213). Tofteland has since developed his own program with explicit objectives 
separate to the original program. Pensalfini’s Prison Shakespeare is ground-breaking in that it 
addresses the phenomenon that has become a distinct subset of prison theatre practice. 
Shakespeare can offer many things that could potentially enhance a prison theatre project but 
broadly speaking, Pensalfini argues that there are three broad functions that using Shakespeare 
offers: a language of emotions (Prison Shakespeare 203), a heightened emotional experience 
and opportunity of expression (Prison Shakespeare 221), and a non-judgemental approach to 
moral issues (Prison Shakespeare 209). Bates sees Shakespeare as useful because, although 
initially his works may seem dissimilar to an individual’s life, through close consideration of 
his texts inmates can actually recognise many of the emotions that Shakespeare has his 
characters articulate: “Shakespeare allows prisoners to examine, and change, their lives more 
successfully than the prison’s other programs that address more directly, the psychological 
issues facing prisoners – precisely because Shakespeare encourages an indirect examination of 
their own character” (Shailor, “A Conversation with the Authors” 271). Another practitioner, 
Agnes Wilcox, corroborates Bates’s argument: “[t]he inmates who act in the Shakespeare plays 
[…] find, paradoxically, that the experience connects them more deeply with themselves and 
their lives” (“The Inmates, the Actors” 248). The claims of these practitioners are explored to a 
certain extent, from the point of view of the audience, within this dissertation. 
Undeniably, a factor that underpins Shakespeare’s prison success is the recognised 
cultural capital he holds. Shakespeare is frequently seen as a hallmark of ‘high art’ and an 
indicator of elite education. Bringing a well-known and often taught play of Shakespeare’s 
canon, such as The Tempest or Julius Caesar into prison is “tantamount to being in a major 
article of ‘haut monde’ culture” (Tocci 234). Not only does Shakespeare’s cultural capital 
affect the experience of prison theatre for the inmates performing, but it also would appear to 
                                                          
6 Along with Pensalfini’s Prison Shakespeare and Shailor’s Performing New Lives, see Niels Herold’s Prison Shakespeare and 
the Purpose of Performance. 
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affect the experience of audiences watching the performance. This is a phenomenon that both 
inmates of various prison Shakespeare projects and audience members comment on, and will 
be discussed further, particularly in Chapter Three. Various researchers and prison project 
facilitators have discovered that audience respect of the inmates’ achievement can be believed 
to be attributed to the unexpected relationship between inmates and Shakespeare (Heard 118). 
Prior to this study, practitioners may have speculated that this was the case. This study 
specifically considers the responses that audiences have to inmates performing Shakespeare 
simply by virtue of the fact that the case study used showcased a Shakespeare play. 
Audiences are offered something in prison theatre that is different to what they 
experience in mainstream theatres. They have a heightened awareness of how they are 
contributing to the theatrical event. Like in the mainstream theatre, audiences are being 
entertained and they are encouraged to think about how what is being presented on stage relates 
to their own personal universes. But further to this they are given insight into how theatrical 
practice can be a form of human empowerment and connection for both performers and 
audiences. Before exploring this concept further in Chapters Two and Three, Chapter One 
outlines the development of theories of audiences over the Twentieth Century. Using this 
historical overview as its basis, the chapter discusses in greater depth the theatre talk 
methodology and provides a clearer picture of the case study conditions that informed the 
audience commentary within those Theatre Talks. Audiences of prison theatre are not passive 
spectators; they are an active ingredient in demonstrating theatre’s capacity to enhance 
connection and empathy between incarcerated communities and society at large. 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 13  
Chapter 1: Audience Research Theories and Methodologies 
 
This first chapter provides a framework for how I have analysed audience contributions. 
In order to appreciate that audiences contribute to a work through their participation in prison 
theatre it is first useful to consider the major movements in audience reception studies 
throughout the twentieth-century. This review provides a foundation from which to consider 
appropriate methodological strategies in formulating a coherent analysis. I chose a case study 
approach in which semi-structured focus group discussions (Theatre Talks) were used to gather 
audience commentary. The later part of the chapter narrows in on how this specific case study 
was carried out and provides context to the theatre talk discussions by considering briefly the 
history of QSE’s Shakespeare Prison Project and an outline of the performance event that 
audiences participated in for this study. Some of the core thematic discourses that were raised in 
the Theatre Talks are mentioned briefly before being further interrogated across the following 
two chapters. As such, an overview of the theoretical development of audience reception studies 
is necessary to inform the analysis in subsequent chapters. 
 
The History of Reception Theory 
By examining the development of reception theories over time, one can better appreciate 
the implicit contribution audiences make to performance, and then consider more specific 
applications of audience reception theory to the prison theatre context. Audience reception 
theories were born out of the broader twentieth century field of reader-response theory. As 
Vincent Leitch recounts, it was shortly after the late 1950s that “a veritable landslide of studies 
started to concentrate self- consciously on readers and reading” (33). This initiated a broad-
based movement which was “opposed to earlier text-dominated and context-dominated 
criticism” (33). Reader-response criticism advocated for a reader orientated approach to in-
depth consideration of texts. It considered texts differently to how they had been viewed in 
criticism earlier; as Leitch states, reader response theory “[s]tressed the temporality of reading, 
resisting tendencies towards spatial hermeneutics and toward organicist poetics. […] It 
investigated the epistemological, linguistic, psychological and sociological constraints on the 
activity of reading and the labor of readers” (33). 
Andrew Bennett argues that the high point of reader-response criticism occurred in 1980 
when two important collections of essays on the subject were published: Jane Tompkins’s 
Reader Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism and Susan Suleiman and 
Inge Crossman’s The Reader in the Text: Essays on Audience and Interpretation (3). In this 
same year, Stanley Fish published his influential book Is There a Text in this Class? which gave 
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a certain authority to the idea that reading theory should consider reading as an experience (A 
Bennett 4), which would go on to inspire further theoretical considerations of reader/audience 
experiences across, not merely literary studies, but to theatre and film and TV studies too. 
Bennett articulates that reading theory evolved in two distinct directions: first, towards 
“recognition that readers are historically or socially constructed” (A Bennett 4). That is, that all 
readers cannot be ascribed with a single identity. The second is that the “problematization of the 
very concept of ‘reading’” recognises that not only are readers different but that any act of 
‘reading’ is also “determined by difference” (A Bennett 4). J. Hillis Miller aptly simplifies this 
notion: reading “occurs in a certain spot to a certain person in a certain historical, personal, 
institutional and political situation, but it always exceeds what was predictable from those 
circumstances” (quoted in A Bennett 11). Thus, reading introduces meanings to text which are 
conditioned by a specific event (A Bennett 11). Likewise, in the theatre it is important to 
acknowledge that the extent to which certain conditions influence a particular audience 
member’s receivership of meaning from a theatrical work is difficult to measure as is whether or 
not that same audience member is aware of how such conditions influence their interpretation of 
a work. Jacques Derrida acknowledges this fluidity by arguing that reading is “transformational” 
(63), meaning that one’s interpretation of a given work can be transformed at any given time 
according to the conditions that are influencing the reader. For example two audience members 
are mothers seeing a play about a turbulent mother and child relationship depicted on stage, but 
the extent to which those individual audience members may identify with the relationships 
represented on that stage are likely to be somewhat conditioned by their own relationships with 
their own children or indeed their own mothers. One audience member may find the play 
insightful and nuanced because they recognise a similar circumstance in their own life, but the 
other audience member may find the play upsetting and depressing because they feel shame 
about being able to identify with what is being depicted on stage. Each reaction is a valid and 
honest response to the work but the work has ‘transformed’ each audience member differently. 
Bennett goes on to articulate: “[i]n the trance of reading, the identity of the reading subject is 
itself unstable, yet to be determined or constituted in the ‘experience’ of reading” (12). 
Therefore, the concept of reception (receivership) in reception studies is misleading because it 
belies the very active, not passive, role of a reader in meaning making. In fact, it may be better to 
use the term ‘reader response’ rather than ‘reader reception’ as ‘response’ expresses more 
honestly the active nature of reading. There is no single objective reading of a work. Rather, all 
readings are subjective. That is not to say that common themes, reactions, or provocations cannot 
be identified across audiences and readers though. Indeed, identifying such commonalities is a 
useful tool in evaluating the success of a particular mode of communication. 
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Interaction between text and reader is where meaning is made, as Wolfgang Iser 
discussed at length: “[the work] must inevitably be virtual in character, as it cannot be reduced to 
the reality of the text or to the subjectivity of the reader” (21). Such a concept could be 
overwhelming but Iser states that “we must search for structures that will enable us to describe 
basic conditions of interaction, for only then shall we be able to gain some insight into the 
potential effects inherent in the work” (21). This is exactly what this dissertation seeks to do: 
outline, through the structure of a case study and theatre talk methodology, the potential effects 
that can be considered inherent in the experiencing of prison theatre as an audience member. 
Likewise, Fish’s theories around reader response criticism may have particular application to 
theatre audience reception studies. Leitch advises that Fish was of the view that “meaning is an 
event, something that happens, not on the page […] but in the interaction between the flow of 
print (or sound) and the actively mediating consciousness of a reader-hearer” (original emphasis 
36). 
In 1976, Fish’s most recognisable concept of “interpretive communities” was first 
introduced in his essay “Interpreting the Variorum.” Fish posited the idea that interpretive 
communities are “made up of those sharing interpretive strategies not for reading (in the 
conventional sense) but for […] constituting properties and assigning […] intentions” to a text 
(Leitch 38). Leitch goes on to clarify that certain reading strategies “exist prior to the act of 
reading and therefore determine the shape of what is read rather than, [as] is usually assumed, 
the other way around” (38-9). As will be demonstrated throughout this study, such a 
phenomenon can be seen in the analysis of audience collective responses to a performance; 
these responses reveal the common attitudes, values and beliefs that audience members bring to 
a performance and therefore impose on their reading of such a performance. The significance of 
Fish’s argument is that certain communities of, to some extent, likeminded readers, are 
predisposed to create particular meanings (39). 
Susan Bennett specifically applies Fish’s theory of interpretive communities to the 
theatrical reception process and its application subsequently extends to prison theatre audiences. 
Accordingly, interpretive communities are not stable, “holding privileged points of view, but 
represent different interpretive strategies held by different literary cultures at different times” 
(40). Central to Bennett’s argument is that “in the theatre every [audience member] is involved 
in the making of the play. [...They are] involved in a reciprocal relationship which can change 
the quality and success of a performance” (21). Caroline Heim discusses the notion of audiences 
existing not merely as spectators but rather as contributors to theatre. She states that the 
“audience text” should be understood as an “integral part of the theatrical event that changes, 
adds to and informs the theatrical experience” (v). The role of audiences within the prison 
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theatre context is equally, if not more, necessary to the theatrical event of prison theatre 
performance. “Audience members at a theatrical event engage in a more active and participatory 
role than the term ‘spectator’ implies in that they actively engage in and contribute to the 
meaning making process” (17). 
It is important to acknowledge the concepts that Fish introduced and that Susan Bennett 
and Heim build upon when conducting analysis of audience member responses to a theatrical 
work, as they highlight that audiences come into any show with some level of preconceived 
ideas about the work: what its purpose is, what it can achieve, and so forth. Thus, audiences 
could be said to unconsciously (but sometimes consciously) evaluate a performance based on 
their preconceptions. As later chapters demonstrate, audiences of prison theatre, and specifically 
audiences of the performance viewed for this case study, make certain assumptions about the 
work that are inevitably based on their collective attitudes, values and beliefs, about prison, 
prisoners, theatre and, in this case study, Shakespeare. The interpretive communities of prison 
theatre are likely to be quite different to those of a mainstream commercial show. With regard to 
the demographics of the audience alone, one could expect, for any given prison theatre 
performance, there would be a greater than usual (compared to commercial theatre) proportion of 
audience members who knew the actors personally (friends and family), people who encounter 
the performers on a daily basis (staff and other inmates) and interested parties including invited 
guests who are stakeholders in the achievement of these projects: politicians, senior corrections 
staff, critics, academics and funding body representatives, et cetera. The analysis of audience 
commentary in subsequent chapters extends an understanding that these assumptions and 
culturally-derived interpretive filters are not fixed, but can change as a result of the ‘reading’ 
experience. As has been demonstrated here, reader response theories naturally provide a 
springboard for the development of methodologies of audience research. 
 
Audience Research 
Theatre audience response analysis is a bourgeoning field of enquiry that has its origins, 
for the most part, in reader response and reception theories developed from the 1950s (Heim 6). 
As noted above, reader response theories prioritised the reader’s role as a co-creator of meaning. 
In the theatre itself, audience research began in empirically based studies, following on from the 
work of practitioners such as Meyerhold and Brecht, but did not come to prominence until 1970 
when Bernard Beckerman’s Dynamics of Drama considered a psychological paradigm for the 
evaluation of audience meaning-making (Heim 7). Audience reception as a field of enquiry 
grew further still in the 1990s when Herbert Blau’s The Audience and Susan Bennett’s Theatre 
Audiences: Theory of Production and Reception focused on the receptive role of the audience 
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and the conditions that influence their reception. Since then, theorists such as Helen Freshwater 
in her Theatre and Audience, have further developed concepts about audience towards 
considering how the relationship between theatre and its audience can “illuminate our hopes for 
other models of social interaction, clarifying our expectations of community, democracy, and 
citizenship, and our perception of our roles and power (or lack of it) within the broader public 
sphere (3). Freshwater highlights that there is a common tendency to conceptualise audiences as 
a single entity which “risks obscuring the multiple contingencies of subjective response, context, 
and environment which condition an individual’s interpretation of a particular performance 
event” (5). This tendency is important to bear in mind when looking for trends in audience 
engagement and response to specific theatre events like prison theatre, such as in the present 
study. Freshwater also acknowledges though that “[t]heatre [has] potential to be educative and 
empowering, to enable critical and ethical engagement, to awaken a sense of social 
responsibility, or to raise an audience’s sense of its own political agency (55). The consideration 
of audiences of particular theatrical events such as community, armature, or indeed, prison 
theatre endeavours prove to be distinct spaces where this understanding of social responsibility 
and political agency can be more deeply explored.   
Over time, three distinct categories of audience research have taken shape: socio-
cultural, historical, and psychological. Heim acknowledges that “audience reception theorists 
investigate how audiences make meaning without considering the next step of how audiences 
contribute meaning to the theatrical event” (13). This “audience contribution” became a focus 
of Heim’s work and is a useful starting point from which to consider how audiences, specific to 
prison theatre, contribute to the meaning generated in a theatrical event in prison. This study 
seeks to address not only audience’s receptive responses to prison theatre (which, previously, 
have only received anecdotal examination) but also to consider what they contribute to the 
project, that is, what other stakeholders, including performers, get out of a public audience 
attending the performance. 
Prison theatre audiences can be quite distinct. They are sometimes made up of select 
groups and representatives of stakeholder groups associated with prison communities, especially 
in newly established projects. A larger proportion of the audience has a personal or professional 
connection to the prison or prisoners involved in specific projects. Whether they are family 
members of inmates, prisoner advocacy representatives, government officials or corrections 
staff, a significant percentage of the audience may have a vested interest in the outcome of 
individual prison theatre projects. Individuals within the prison theatre audience may report on 
the profound impact that experiencing prison theatre has had on them and these responses are 
not adequately accounted for in the array of theoretical approaches to audience reception 
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currently.  Understanding theories of reception is integral to developing a methodological 
framework through which to analyse the contribution that audiences make to a prison 
performance event. The next step is to outline and articulate the methodological principles and 
theoretical groundwork used for this study. 
 
Methodology 
Determining the best methodological practice for this research seems obvious: talk to the 
audience. This is a qualitative piece of research because gathering individual audience member 
insights can provide a rich and detailed understanding of how audiences engage in, contribute to 
and respond to prison theatre performance. Through application of theories of audience 
reception, research into audience commentary about experiencing prison theatre does help to 
identify key thematic discourses and offer explanations for common reactions or experiences, 
whilst acknowledging that such discourses and experiences may be particular to specific 
interpretive communities. 
No two prison performances are alike. Some will have public audiences and some 
won’t. Some would have been designed for educational purposes and some for recreation. 
Some groups devise their own work and others perform established canonical plays 
(frequently Shakespeare, as discussed in the introduction). Consequently, conducting a study 
of audience involvement in prison theatre can never adequately address all prison theatre 
audiences. Indeed, that is part of the nature of audience research more widely. However, in 
order to consider how audiences operate in one particular prison theatre project, through a case 
study, I can open up the discussion of what audiences of prison theatre are capable of 
contributing and gaining from the experience, and posit questions about how the nature of 
audience engagement affects prison theatre projects globally. Ideally, this research would 
benefit from comparative case studies being conducted to gauge the common and or unique 
outcomes of audience participation, as well as to compare and contrast different “types” of 
audiences, or interpretive communities, involved in different projects. Suggestions and 
recommendations for further projects are noted in the conclusion of this dissertation but as 
stated in the introduction, this project did not have scope to explore numerous case studies in 
detail. Instead, a single case has been examined here which may elucidate particularly 
pertinent further areas of enquiry. Although prison theatre is a growing field of research, as 
noted in the introduction, consideration of audience involvement is still relatively new. Case 
study research is a widely accepted form of analysis within this field, which may be partly 
derived from the fact that much of the literature is written by practitioners discussing their 
own work. Even in anthologies such as Shailor or Balfour, there is a tendency to outline what 
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exactly individual projects do rather than comparative analysis of how various projects 
achieve similar outcomes. Over time, as more data from similar case studies analysis becomes 
available, there will be greater scope for researchers to analyse the prison theatre audience 
data already available across the literature and through such analysis will be able to comment 
with more authority on the common strengths, weaknesses, challenges and outcomes across 
the field. Claims made in this dissertation about the capacity of audiences across the field of 
prison theatre may in fact be disproven through further comparative analysis, but such analysis 
is unlikely to occur without richer sources of prison theatre audience response data than are 
currently available. This case study marks an initial step. 
For this case study, audience members of a South East Queensland prison performance 
were invited to discuss their responses to the experience in a theatre talk setting. The author 
asked open- ended questions in order to stimulate discussion. The transcripts of these Theatre 
Talks were then collated and analysed with an understanding of theories of audience reception.7 
The transcripts were initially mined to group together the thematic discourses that were present 
across all talks. Some of these themes included comments about entry and exit processes, the 
perceived value in performing Shakespeare, observations about staff and prisoner demeanours, 
reflections after the performance and more. From there these comments were compared with the 
theoretical literature on audience reception to identify examples of theories as they played out 
for this case study and then evaluated with reference to prison theatre literature and practitioner 
commentary. While arguably akin to focus group discussions, Theatre Talks are a specific 
methodology for collecting audience responses to a particular theatrical event. 
 
Theatre Talks 
Theatre Talks were originally developed in 1986 by Wilmar Sauter as a “qualitative 
audience research method” (Hansen 2). In creating this study Sauter considered various 
methods of collecting audience experience data including conventional questionnaires and 
biometric instruments used to measure heartbeat and breathing. Each provided some 
information but none of them satisfied Sauter who developed his own method called 'Theatre 
Talks' instead (Sauter Theatrical Event 175-6). According to Sauter, “theatre does not exist as 
physical reality unless it is an event including both performer and spectator” (6). Thus, “theatre 
manifests itself as an event which includes both the presentation of actions and the reactions of 
the spectators, who are present at the very moment of the creation. Together the action and 
reactions constitute the theatrical event” (11). Sauter argues that there are two aspects of theatre 
                                                          
7 These transcripts are included within this dissertation as Appendices. 
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which are specifically important in discussing audience experience: the nature of 
communication – (what is going on between stage and auditorium), and: the circumstances in 
which this communication is taking place (2). Through this interest in the nature of 
communication and the circumstances in which communication takes place Sauter began to 
gather audience responses in order to elicit new perspectives and knowledge about the theatrical 
event itself. He argues that the “meaning of a performance is created by the performers and the 
spectators together, in a joint act of understanding” (2). As such, much of his focus on the study 
of audiences has been taken from sociological and psychological perspectives which he started 
considering in the 1980s. Notably, this is concurrent with the major developments that were 
occurring in reader response criticism, outlined above. Sauter came to the conclusion that 
“different psychological dispositions and the specific circumstances of a particular theatre visit 
[cause] a wide range of interpretations” (2-3) among many other factors that also affect theatre 
audiences. With an understanding of Fish’s concept of interpretive communities as a critical, 
theoretical grounding, Sauter’s theatre talk method can be used to consider the specific 
interpretive strategies used in certain prison theatre audience communities and how such 
strategies contribute to, not only the theatrical event, but the broader ripple effect 
understandings of prisons and prison theatre more generally. 
Sauter’s ideal method is that a small group (about seven people) visit a performance and 
sit down the same evening to talk about their experiences. The number seven has been 
suggested by psychologists because it is too big to be dominated by a single person and too 
small to be divided into factions (Sauter 176). Each group has a leader, the idea being that the 
leaders should stimulate a conversation between the participants without engaging themselves 
in it. In the present study the leader (the researcher) did take on a more participatory role by 
asking leading questions to each group (see appendix C for a list of questions asked). It was 
decided that such questions allowed for a facilitated discussion about specific aspects of the 
performance. Another departure that this study made was to hold Theatre Talks in the week 
following the performance. This was done simply as a matter of practicality as the theatre venue 
(a prison) was quite isolated and many people had travelled long distances to be there. 
According to Anne Ellis, it is essential that post-performance discussions occur within the 
theatrical space immediately following the performance (92). However she also acknowledges 
that the form “should remain flexible enough to serve a variety of institutions and communities” 
(93). As will be further demonstrated in the next section of this chapter, there are unique 
challenges to conducting post-performance discussions in a prison. Suffice to say, adaptation of 
Sauter’s method is common amongst audience researchers. It has been used and adapted by 
subsequent audience theory scholars including Rebecca Scollen (9) and Louise Ejgod Hansen 
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(3). Arguably, the methodological adaptations that I have made could constitute a newly 
developed model. In hindsight, further exploration of best practice principles to adhere to in 
conducting post-performance discussions would have benefited the study but proper 
development and refinement of such a model was not within the scope of this project and it 
should be acknowledged that changes to Sauter’s method were, for the most part, incidental 
rather than explicitly designed, except where noted.  
Sauter does note that there are risks to this methodology. Some people might not easily 
express their feelings about the performance, for example. More significantly, Theatre Talks 
may take for granted that the utterances of a participant correspond with the speaker’s actual 
opinion. “This is both an empirical and an epistemological problem, which [Sauter] solved 
simply by assuming that people mean what they say. Any kind of survey which relies on the 
cooperation of the observed objects encounters this problem be it interviews, questionnaires or 
Theatre Talks” (Sauter 177). The shortcomings of this type of research certainly do not negate its 
value or the knowledge elicited from it in the first instance, as it is designed to gain individuals’ 
perspectives and insights. Put simply, Theatre Talks are seen to be a means of “studying the 
emotional and intellectual understanding of theatre performances” (Sauter 183; Martin and 
Sauter 33). Post-performance discussions as a method of collecting audience data are useful 
because the relatively unstructured nature of the discussion generates insight into what audiences 
themselves find noteworthy, remarkable or important (Scollen 8). As Ellis notes, these are 
conversations that allow audiences to provide feedback but offer more than mere aesthetic 
evaluation of the performance just seen. She states: “When carefully organi[z]ed and facilitated, 
these dialogues can contribute to the process of forming community self-awareness (92).  
Over his career, Sauter has tested the Theatre Talks methodology across various milieu 
including opera and ballet audiences, student theatre audiences and with university class groups. 
Using the methodology in so many different contexts and with vastly different audience groups 
“has shown that Theatre Talks are an effective method of investigating spectator's experiences 
with all kinds of theatrical performance” (Sauter 182); I suggest that this has the potential to 
include prison theatre also. 
 
Case Study 
 
There are two ways to learn how to build a house. One might study the construction of 
many houses – perhaps a large subdivision or even hundreds of thousands of houses. 
Or one might study the construction of a particular house. The first approach is a cross-
case method. The second is a within-case or case study method. While both are 
concerned with the same general subject – the building of houses – they follow 
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different paths to this goal. (Gerring 1; original emphasis) 
 
In studying audiences of prison theatre, one could theoretically look across a spectrum of 
prison theatre projects and consider audiences’ responses collectively. However, as Gerring 
notes above, it can also be useful to take a “within-case” approach (1), sometimes termed an 
“intensive approach” (Swanborn 2). This is especially useful in prison theatre research; as 
previously discussed, projects vary across a significant number of variable contexts, conditions, 
aims and structures thus making it difficult to obtain concrete transferable data. Gerring goes on 
to argue that “sometimes, in-depth knowledge of an individual example is more helpful than 
fleeting knowledge about a larger number of examples. We gain better understanding of the 
whole by focusing on a key part” (1). I find Gerring’s comments here appropriate for studying 
prison theatre audiences: by considering the audience’s engagement within one prison theatre 
project, a broader understanding of audience engagement across various prison theatre projects 
can be elicited. By no means does this case study purport to represent all audience responses to 
prison theatre performances, but it does go some way to outlining the range of audience 
responses and modes of audience engagement. It also points towards key areas of audience 
research that could be ripe for further enquiry within the prison theatre context. 
As such, a case study approach has been applied here. Audience members of the 
Shakespeare Prison Project’s performance of Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors at the 
Southern Queensland Correctional Centre were invited to discuss their responses to the 
experience in a theatre talk setting. As researcher, I asked open-ended questions in order to 
stimulate discussion. The transcripts of these Theatre Talks were then collated and analysed 
with consideration of theories of audience reception. 
The QSE has been operating their Shakespeare Prison Project since 2006, originally 
known as the Arts in Community Enhancement (ACE) project. As a company that is resident at 
the University of Queensland, it was an ideal partnership to use their 2013 Shakespeare Prison 
Project performance as the basis of a case study to collect data on actual audience responses to 
a live performance. Following a brief overview of how the project has developed since its 
inception, further detail about the 2013 performance and the case study conditions is discussed 
below. Following this, there is some discussion around the core discourses to have come out of 
the Theatre Talks that were conducted as a way of collecting data for this study. 
 
The Shakespeare Prison Project 
The Shakespeare Prison Project began development in 2005 when QSE Artistic Director 
Rob Pensalfini was approached by then Executive Dean of the Faculty of Arts at the University 
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of Queensland, Professor Richard Fotheringham, about the possibility of running a Shakespeare 
program in a correctional institution in Queensland. As Pensalfini saw it at the outset, the 
principal aim of his approach was not to teach Shakespeare as literature but to facilitate 
prisoners performing the drama within a correctional setting (“Shakespeare of the Oppressed” 
226). Once initial seed funding was obtained and a group of QSE actors were trained in 
techniques developed by Augusto Boal in his Theatre of the Oppressed, a project was initiated 
in the privately-run men’s maximum- security Borallon Correctional Centre and has since been 
developed further at the Southern Queensland Correctional Centre (SQCC).8   A detailed 
account of the project’s development has been recorded in Pensalfini’s Prison Shakespeare. 
Since its inception in 2006, the project has been run ten times. The project usually works 
with up to 20 prisoners for a period of approximately twelve weeks. The project culminates in 
the inmate participants performing a Shakespeare play. Audiences at the performance(s) usually 
include other inmates, prisoners’ families, facility staff and invited guests though I note that it 
has been publically advertised since 2016. In 2013, SQCC in Gatton Queensland hosted the 
Project, with financial support from SERCO, the prison’s management company, and funds 
raised by QSE. Four facilitators worked with a group of prisoners who volunteered to participate 
in the project over a three month period, culminating in two performances of Shakespeare’s The 
Comedy of Errors. 
Prior to 2013, audiences were usually comprised of other inmates within the facility, 
some family members and friends of the participants, as well as invited guests. Many of the 
invited guests who attended these past performances were significant stakeholders within the 
prison community such as politicians, representatives from funding bodies, community workers 
and volunteers along with academics with research interests or experience in the field of prison 
theatre. Other invited guests are perhaps better considered as lay audience members, people who, 
through QSE, have an interest in the performance in prison and/or had donated/invested in the 
project and could generally be categorised as QSE subscribers. 
This audience composition changed slightly for the 2013 production. It was decided, 
with the encouragement of the facility management, that the performance should be open to 
public attendance. This meant that people interested in the project and performances, who were 
without prior affiliation with QSE or the facility, could attend. In 2013, for the first time, the 
performance was advertised through the QSE mailing list, thus enabling a more broad-based 
                                                          
8 Southern Queensland Correctional Centre has continued to be the site for annual project until at least 2017, but the program has 
recently also expanded to other centres throughout South-East Queensland. In 2017 the project was run twice: firstly in May at the 
newly re-commissioned Borallon Training and Correctional Centre, and secondly at SQCC in November. The May performance was 
the first time that the project was run in a state-run, rather than privately run, prison. Both projects will continue in 2018, along with a 
third smaller project with incarcerated juveniles in the Brisbane Youth Detention Centre. 
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audience from the wider community to view the performance. Past attendees were also 
encouraged to advertise the performance through their own social networks. The welcoming in 
of a public audience resulted in the decision to have two separate performances: one for VIP 
(including family members and other inmates) and a second performance for the general 
public.9 Since 2013, the project has continued to attract interest from the public with audience 
numbers increasing steadily in subsequent years. Data provided by QSE about audience 
attendance indicates that there were roughly 50 members of the public who attended the 2013 
and 2014 performances. In 2015 this number increased to roughly 70 people and by 2017 
audience numbers have risen to around 100 people (Kat Dekker personal communication).10  
Given that my research questions place emphasis on how lay audiences respond to 
prison theatre, all audience members who participated in this research study attended a public 
performance and thus did not have the opportunity to comment and reflect upon the experience 
for prisoner audience members or family members. This is important to note because, as is the 
nature with theatre, even the slightest difference in context (including time of day and prior 
activities) can affect how someone engages with any performance on stage. In this instance, it is 
perhaps significant that a proportion of audience members were new to the prison theatre 
experience, this being the first prison theatre performance they had attended. This may have 
been different to the VIP audience – many of whom, both prisoner audience members and 
invited guests, may have had previous prison theatre experiences, not to mention broader 
experience with the nature of entry, exit and movement through a prison facility. As was noted 
earlier, differences in audience composition and an audience’s collective prior knowledge of a 
performance could have consequences for how the performance is engaged with, both in terms 
of the emotional responses of individuals and physical responses of the group (such as laughter). 
Consequently, it was a conscious decision to only invite members of the public performance 
audience group to participate in the study, purely for continuity’s sake. 
 
Case study: Shakespeare Prison Project 2013 – The Comedy of Errors 
Of the final sixteen theatre talk participants, roughly half of the audience members who 
participated in the present study were contacted prior to the performance and were people 
already known to me. Initially I was concerned about soliciting participants from my own 
networks; would including such participants suggest bias or be considered unethical? However, 
                                                          
9 Since 2016 this has increased to 3 performances due to demand – two performances are open to public attendance. 
10 Regarding the number of inmates who attend performances as audience members, the numbers are usually fairly consistent with 
roughly 30 prisoners attending each year. This is largely due to logistical and security restrictions imposed by the Centre. Family 
members have also steadily increased over the years. In 2016 there were roughly 25 family members who RSVPd for the 
performance. 
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after consultations with Heim who has used post-performance discussions as a methodology for 
audience research, I was satisfied that previous relationships with some of the participants 
wouldn't negatively affect the tenor of the talks. This was further justified by the fact that there 
were many people within my personal networks who were independently eager to see a prison 
performance, having found out about QSE's project from me or others prior to this research but 
not having had opportunities to attend. Thus, a little over half of the participants in the talks 
went to the prison performance knowing that they would discuss their experience in a group 
setting afterwards. Other audience members were invited to participate at the beginning of the 
performance. The audience response was enthusiastic, and many people showed their interest in 
participating in the study. What follows is a broad overview of the event and how audience 
members responded to various aspects of the performance, some which were unique to the 
prison context. 
The entry into and arrival procedures of coming to any theatrical performance implicitly 
affect an audience member’s individual experience; traffic delays may cause an audience 
member to arrive flustered and frustrated while the normal stressors of work-life-family balance 
can cause individuals to be preoccupied and not completely engaged. Importantly, for many of 
the theatre talk participants, this was their first experience of visiting a prison. On the day of the 
performance, audiences were advised to arrive at the venue one hour prior to the performance in 
order to allow for necessary processing. Entry into the prison required a lot of preparation; 
guests were required to have appropriate security clearances to be able to enter the correctional 
facility. Prior to the event, audiences were not only expected to RSVP to QSE but they also had 
to fill out an 'application to visit' form for Queensland Corrective Services.11 Audiences were 
expected to attach certified copies of their identification to this application form and submit to 
the correctional centre prior to the performance date. It was advised that audiences do this as 
early as possible as processing these applications could take up to six weeks. Even if clearance 
was approved, QSE could not guarantee the opportunity to see the performance. It is suggested 
that this process probably deterred some individuals from attending the performance and it was 
certainly an issue that was raised repeatedly in the Theatre Talks, which will be discussed in 
more detail in the next chapter.12  
Many audience members experienced difficulty with this process as even when forms 
were submitted correctly, individuals did not receive confirmation of their clearance. Thus, on 
the performance day there were many people who were still unsure if they would be admitted 
                                                          
11 Form 27a: Application to Visit - Professional, Official or Other Business Purpose. Corrective Services Act 2006 (s 155 and 156). 
12 In subsequent iterations of the project, the entry provisions into the correctional centre have been simplified. The entry process for 
the 2017 performance at Borallon Training and Correctional Centre was very simple (visitation forms could be presented at the venue 
on the day, no biometric scanning was conducted and no identity photographs taken). 
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into the prison. This made several audience members apprehensive about attending the 
performance. Another environmental factor that is worthy to note is that most, if not all, of the 
audience drove for more than an hour to attend the performance due to the remote location of the 
venue. There were also road work delays which would have contributed to some people’s 
anxiety and frustration about attending the performance, especially given that it had been 
impressed upon all attendees that to arrive late would result in non-attendance of the 
performance. 
The prison was not adequately prepared for the number of people to be granted access 
into the facility on the performance day. This was largely due to inadequate staffing within the 
visitors centre: there were only two staff members processing security paperwork for roughly 50 
people. Once forms and identification documents were considered, fingerprints and photographs 
had to be taken to allow individuals access into the prison proper. The visitors centre is a 
separate building at the front of the correctional centre complex. Therefore, once people had 
registered their details in the visitors centre they then needed to be escorted in small groups to 
the next entry process – through biometric security scanners. Each individual had to pass through 
a security pod (known as a man-trap) that would only hold one person at a time. The individual 
would not be able to exit the pod until the computer system scanned and recognised their 
fingerprint; this process alone was very time consuming, especially as the computer system 
frequently did not recognise fingerprint identification on a first attempt, even for those whose 
fingerprints had been logged in the system prior to that performance date.13 After this, audiences 
had to be escorted by a corrections officer in small groups, passing through many ‘air-locked’ 
areas where the door behind had to be closed before the door in front would open; this too was 
quite time-consuming. 
Eventually audiences arrived at the actual performance venue in batches of 7 to 10 
people; the venue was a low ceilinged officers’ mess. A small raised stage had been erected with 
a painted backdrop and set. Individual chairs had already been placed out in front of the stage. 
No prisoners were visible upon entry into the performance venue but there was a very heavy 
security presence with the back wall lined with corrections officers. Since audience members 
needed to be transported in small groups from the visitors centre to the performance venue, there 
was some delay before the performance started. In total, the entry process took more than two 
hours from the time that staff in the visitors’ centre began processing paperwork to having the 
entire audience being seated in the performance space ready for the performance to start, a full 
                                                          
13 In Queensland, once biometric identification (fingerprint scans) is first logged into the Corrective Services database, it should 
remain there. As such, people who had attended prison before should have had their identification details logged in the system 
already. It is unclear why this was not the case for some visitors. 
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hour longer than had been advised. 
Consequently, before the performance had even started, audience members may have 
already been tired, frustrated and physically uncomfortable. The extent to which these conditions 
may have influenced audience members’ overall reception of the theatrical event is an issue that 
theatre talk participants raised and is discussed at length in the following chapters. 
The theatrical event itself started with several speeches from various important 
stakeholders: the SERCO Prison Director, Mark Walters, and QSE lead facilitator, Rob 
Pensalfini. Pensalfini introduced me and my research project and asked volunteers from the 
audience to participate in my study. Thankfully, several people came up to me after the 
performance indicating an interest to participate. All volunteers were contacted a few hours after 
the performance to confirm their interest in participation and to organise suitable meeting times 
for the group discussions. 
After the initial speeches, the performance began; it had been explained that the 
facilitators were also performing in the play with the inmate participants. This was partly due to 
the number of roles required for the performance and also some last minute changes that had 
been made to the cast where some inmate participants had to leave the project and therefore 
roles needed to be reassigned. Probably most significantly were the two lead female roles being 
taken up by female QSE facilitators and the role of the father, Egeon, being taken up by the lead 
facilitator, Rob Pensalfini. There may not have been any intended significance in the facilitators 
assuming these roles, but audience members took symbolic meaning out of this occurrence: the 
father figure of the project embodied an actual father in the play. 
The play was heavily edited in order to make the performance fit into a one-hour time 
frame. Despite this, the overall meaning and continuity of the play was not lost and various 
audience members, both those who were familiar and those unfamiliar with the playtext, 
commented that it was a very good edit. The central story of the two sets of twins being 
mistaken for each other and therefore getting into scrapes remained the central focus of the 
performance and indeed the 'comedy' was centrally important to the performance. Some 
additions were made that incorporated all the actors’ talents, including original songs being 
sung and played on the guitar. The play is set on the island of Ephesus and this island setting 
was utilised to make the performance more culturally relevant for the prisoner performers, 
many of whom were of Pacific Islander heritage. Thus, instead of trying to emulate the Greek 
cultural traits of the original setting, a Polynesian aesthetic was employed, both in the painting 
of the set and the musical additions to the play. Audiences responded well to this approach to 
the text: “I liked the way they brought in ethnic elements from their own cultures; I loved the 
Polynesian singing” (“Theatre Talk Two”). 
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Although the performance was relatively short it was certainly well received: much 
applause, frequent laughter and a standing ovation seemed to suggest that the performance was, 
according to the audience, a success. These sentiments were supported by the theatre talk 
commentary that followed the performance: 
 I thought particularly, actually, pretty much all of them, they were all really good! I 
found that they brought the characters to life very effectively. And not necessarily 
theatrically perfect. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
They really got into the parts most of them and that made it a really enjoyable 
performance indeed. In fact, it was a lot better than I expected it would be. (“Theatre 
Talk One”) 
 
There was such gusto with the prisoners! They were going for it! (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
 
Notably, prison staff appeared, generally, to exude sentiments of pride and enjoyment 
about the performance. Both before and after the show some corrections staff participated in 
general commentary about the success of the project and how well it had been received in the 
earlier performance. Some corrections staff commented that they particularly wanted to see the 
second performance because they had heard such good things about the earlier one from other 
staff members. 
Following the performance there was an opportunity for questions to be posed to the cast 
after which followed an afternoon tea where inmates were free to mingle with the audience 
members.14 Many audience members took this opportunity to speak to the performers 
individually. This informal gathering was abruptly ended when one of the corrections officers 
called the room to attention and instructed the inmates and audience members to separate. The 
inmates were swept over to one side of the room. The prison director made some closing 
remarks before the inmate performers collectively sung Bob Marley’s ‘Three Little Birds’ 
(which has the refrain “Don’t worry about a thing/ Cuz every little thing is gonna be alright”), 
which signalled the end of the theatrical event. The inmates remained in the room as audience 
members were escorted out of the venue and then the facility proper. 
Four Theatre Talks were held across three weeks following the performance. In Sauter's 
original study, Theatre Talks were held directly following the performance, as noted above, the 
immediacy of a post-performance discussion is generally considered important in this type of 
                                                          
14 Other prison theatre projects frequently encourage performer/audience interactions after a performance. Tofteland’s Shakespeare 
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data gathering. However, there were several factors within this study that made this unfeasible. 
Firstly, the prison was particularly isolated and thus not conducive to meeting shortly after the 
performance for a lengthy discussion; talking in an open-air car park on a hot Queensland spring 
afternoon was deemed inappropriate. The town of Gatton, admittedly, is roughly 18km from the 
prison precinct, however most people had travelled over an hour to attend the performance. By 
the time the performance ended, most audience members had been at the venue for more than 
four hours (including signing in, the performance itself and afternoon tea). It should also be 
remembered that prior to the performance, it was unclear how many audience members would 
want to participate in the study. Thus every effort was made in the planning of the theatre talks 
to accommodate the participation of as many audience members as possible. Additionally, to 
have scheduled focus group discussions in Gatton immediately following the performance 
would have added considerable, unexpected time to the performance event, remembering that 
the event itself had already gone well over the expected time. By the time theatre talk 
participants had travelled to an appropriate venue (at least 20 minutes), got comfortable and 
purchased refreshments (another 20 minutes), then participated in the discussion, it would have 
been early evening before participants could return home. Consequently, it was decided that it 
would be unfair to ask theatre talk participant to stay later again to discuss the performance. It 
was already late in the afternoon by the time audience members were able to leave the prison 
venue and many had other evening commitments. Martin and Sauter note that all of these 
features affect reception and interpretation of performance (106). Specifically, they state that 
there are many influences on interpretation including “details of the [venue]” and “where the 
theatre is located, in what kind of neighbourhood” (106). Indeed one of the aspects to consider is 
the difference between audiences providing immediate, relatively unmediated responses in the 
discussions, as opposed to having the chance to reflect on their experience. Both immediate 
reactions and time for reflection are useful in gathering experiential data from audiences but in 
this case, it was more practical to allow for the possibility of the theatre talk participants having 
had time to reflect upon their experience. Though, I note, audiences were not specifically asked 
to prepare reflections they would be willing to share with a group. It was decided that talks 
would take place in the coming days after the performance. 
The first talks took place on the next two days after the performance. Five people 
attended the first talk and six people attended the second. The third talk took place later in the 
same week and was a much smaller group (only three audience members). The fourth talk took 
place during the following week and only involved two audience members plus the researcher 
(more of an interview than focus group discussion). This was not ideal, as it is best to gain 
audience feedback as soon after the performance as possible and in slightly larger groups but this 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 30  
was the only way to accommodate all who wanted to participate in the study when they couldn’t 
feasibly be gathered immediately after the performance. My philosophy was that the more 
audience responses collected the better, regardless of the time delay. There were others who had 
indicated that they wished to participate, but due to personal circumstances, were unable to. 
 
Table 1.1 
Date and location of theatre talk No. of participants 
29 September 2013 – Queensland State Library (Brisbane) 5 
30 September 2013 – Queensland State Library (Brisbane) 6 
2 October 2013 – Participant’s home (Brisbane) 3 
13 October 2013 – Caffe Primavera (Brisbane) 2 
 
As seen in Table 1.1, altogether the Theatre Talks collectively included 16 participants. 
Though it would have been better to have more participants, considering the size of the broader 
audience (roughly 50 people), the participants numbered a reasonable proportion of actual 
audience members. Some other prison theatre academics also volunteered to participate in the 
study but it was deemed inappropriate for them to participate, given their more in-depth 
knowledge of the field generally and the likelihood that those people could better serve the 
project as critical readers of the study rather than participating in the Theatre Talks. That said, 
the Theatre Talks did include people who had attended a Shakespeare Prison Project 
performance previously and also included one previous guest facilitator who had come back to 
watch the performance the next year. It is important to note that this person was not a regular 
part of past facilitation teams, but rather a scholar who attended the first few weeks and the final 
few weeks of the previous year’s project. There was consideration given to the potential 
influence such audience members with previous knowledge of the project could have on the 
Theatre Talks generally. For the most part, it was decided that any prior experience of the 
project was not necessarily a negative aspect of their contribution to the talks. I presume this 
naturally occurs with Theatre Talks generally. All audience members would have differing 
degrees of exposure to the script, the work of the company and question and to the theatre in 
general. As was the case in this instance; all audience members participating in the talks brought 
their prior knowledge to the discussion, both implicitly and explicitly. 
As noted above, the talks were semi-structured. Originally, Sauter preferred to have a 
group leader who didn't make comment during the talks except where they specifically asked for 
clarification: 
 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 31  
[t]he idea was that the leaders should stimulate a conversation between the participants 
without engaging themselves in it more than absolutely necessary. Normally they would 
not ask questions except for reasons of clarity or group dynamic disturbances. Otherwise 
they were to listen to the more or less spontaneous reactions from the participants. (176) 
 
As other researchers who have used this method have also noted, a non-participating 
group leader is sometimes difficult to maintain. Heim found that theatre talk participants turned 
to the group leader as a theatre expert or authority figure and indicated that they wanted the 
group leader’s thoughts and opinions (96-97). I encountered a similar phenomenon. One 
participant was interested in the quality of the performance and commented that he thought the 
prisoners did comedy very well. He then asked me how tragedy is received in the prison setting 
in contrast (“Theatre Talk One”). I acknowledged the participant’s interest and merely explicitly 
state my own opinion: “Well for me, from my experience, [...] it’s a different kind of resonance” 
(“Theatre Talk One”). There was a risk that the topic of genre in prison performance might end 
here without further group leader input but thankfully, it was a topic that others felt they could 
comment on too and the conversation continued without me as the facilitator having to explicitly 
redirect the question back to the group. Likewise, other researchers have found it profitable to 
have the group leader ask leading questions in order to stimulate discussion: what would be the 
point of conducting Theatre Talks to discuss audience experience if individual participants didn’t 
talk about their experience? Hansen used open ended questions to encourage participants to 
reflect upon specific aspects of the performance experience: “the facilitator was as passive as 
possible, but did introduce questions about the form of the performance, the surroundings and 
asked about the participant's ideas about and experiences with going to the theatre in general” 
(3). I was the group leader in all of the Theatre Talks for the present study and, like Hansen, I 
used broad, leading questions to stimulate discussion: “did you enjoy the performance, and in 
what ways did you enjoy it or what would have made it better” (“Theatre Talk One”)? I tried to 
remain passive but did make some comments where I felt appropriate in order to further 
stimulate the discussion. At one point during the first talk I noted that one person hadn’t spoken 
yet so I encouraged them to contribute to the conversation at hand: “Did you talk to any of the 
prisoners [...]” (Theatre Talk One)? Upon critical reflection, there were times when I probably 
should have opted to say less in response to peoples pointed questions but I consistently 
redirected conversations back to the group – asking for other thoughts and opinions, experiences 
and expectations so that at the very least, I was not the only person presenting a view on a 
particular topic. Ultimately, in all of the Theatre Talks, participants by and large led the direction 
of the talks themselves and I don’t think my personal interventions were significant. 
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As a result of these Theatre Talks, several key discourses became apparent: contextual 
discussion around the atmosphere that was generated within the prison environment, the 
negotiations and bureaucratic processes involved in the entry and exit of the facility, the 
suitability of the performance area, and the emotional/cognitive factors that audiences were 
particularly aware of such as being curious and/or intimidated by the venue and the performers. 
One major discourse was a self-reflexive discussion of audience members considering their own 
role or import to the performance and the project. All participants tended to think that having an 
audience was integral to the success of the project. Audiences speculated about what inmate 
participants might have got out of the venture, particularly working with Shakespeare. They also 
engaged in discussion about some of the specific contexts and demographic markers of the 
audience members who attended the performance – being willing to attend prison to see a 
performance and a general understanding that the audience group at large was relatively highly 
educated (most theatre talk participants had tertiary qualifications). The biggest contribution that 
audiences felt they offered to the performance was affirmation to a group of individuals who 
don't receive positive encouragement very often in their day to day encounters. These topics will 
be elaborated on in the next chapter with analysis of why and how these views may have come 
about. 
An unanticipated outcome of the Theatre Talks was the desire by some of the 
participants to re-engage in the project in the future. Several participants mentioned that their 
involvement in the Theatre Talks also added to their experience of the theatrical event as a 
whole as it gave them a space to debrief about the performance with likeminded people. Hansen, 
who used Theatre Talks as a method of better understanding how to market theatre to potential 
audiences, found a similar outcome in that people who had previously not been interested in 
theatre were more inclined to continue visiting, after the theatre talk experience (8). Scollen has 
also written about this phenomenon extensively. In her Talking Theatre post-performance group 
discussions that were also used within a program to build new audiences Scollen found that the 
discussions themselves were popular with audience members for a number of reasons. Not only 
did these discussions provide an opportunity to hear other people’s ideas, they also made 
participants feel valued. Audiences also appreciated being provided the opportunity “to have the 
space and time to think more about the performance” (Scollen 8). Follow-up with individual 
participants would be required to accurately assess whether these indicated desires actually 
resulted in their continued engagement and is thus out of the scope of the study here. However, 
it does suggest that studies such as this, focused on audience engagement, could actually be a 
way of introducing new audiences to prison theatre. Several participants in the Theatre Talks 
referred to the wider societal implications that a study such as this could have. Hansen made 
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note of this in her own study also, stating that the Theatre Talks themselves gave participants an 
“opportunity to reflect on the question: what does this mean for me? Asking this question turned 
out to be a meaningful and enjoyable activity for participants” (14). 
This chapter has outlined why and how this study has been constructed. Through initial 
appreciation of how audiences have been viewed theoretically across recent history, the case for 
gathering and analysing audience responses to prison theatre has been further elucidated. This 
chapter has also explained that while post-performance discussions can have a loose scaffolding 
to facilitate conversation, the data itself still requires considered analysis to determine the 
significance of what is said during those discussions. Outlining the sequence of events that the 
theatre talk participants refer to helps to contextualise their specific commentary within the 
broader discussion about prison theatre audience experience and contribution. The following 
chapters further articulate how experiencing prison theatre as an audience member can enliven a 
nuanced connection and empathy with incarcerated populations. 
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Chapter 2: The Audience Contribution to Prison Theatre 
 
That audiences are a necessary part of theatre is not merely a theoretical statement; 
audiences themselves recognise their integral role in making theatre happen. As one participant 
in the Theatre Talks aptly said: “I don’t think you have art really without an audience…does it 
really exist without an audience there?” (“Theatre Talk Two”). Another participant speculated 
on the value of the audience from a performer’s point of view: “I think doing theatre without an 
audience doesn’t work whatever! You don’t have the drive to show what you’ve achieved. […] 
The audience makes you come out and be alive” (“Theatre Talk Three”). But what is the actual 
function of that audience? The short answer is that audiences make theatre theatre, but 
specifically for prison theatre audiences are a tangible link between the institution that is prison 
and the world that exists outside the razor wire. Audiences encourage a sense of connectedness 
between prisoners and an idealised freedom. They promote the idea that goodwill does exist 
beyond the prison walls and that incarcerated persons can have access to it. This is best 
articulated through analysis of theatre talk commentary that specifically centred on the 
contribution that audiences felt they made to the Shakespeare Prison Project. How individual 
audience members defined their role necessarily means different things to different people; they 
do not walk into a performance as a homogeneous group with one concept of what their purpose 
is in being there. Throughout this chapter, particularly dominant themes within the theatre talk 
discourse are explored to demonstrate how audiences experience connectedness and function as 
a link to society at large. These dominant themes include: audience discussion of their values, 
what they recognised as achievement in the prisoners’ performances and the potential for 
positive outcomes of the performance for both prisoners and audience members alike. Such 
outcomes include: a link to the goodwill that exists amongst the public, the opportunity for 
members of the public to feel empathy, and to see the virtuosity of the performers. Through 
making theatre theatre, audiences understood that their contribution to the Shakespeare Prison 
Project had broader implications beyond replicating a theatrical condition of performers having 
someone to perform to. They realised that in the prison environment, audiences functioned as 
representing a global, outside community that prisoners could be (aspire to be) a part of. The 
theatrical event provided a space through which to practice re-integration into that global 
community. The analysis focuses on the contribution audiences make to prison theatre. The next 
chapter interrogates the opposite notion: what is the contribution that prison theatre provides to 
public audiences? The next chapter’s analysis is implicitly informed by the analysis here – in 
recognising what they offered prison theatre, audiences could better articulate what prison 
theatre offered them in return. 
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Demonstration of Values 
In the Theatre Talks audiences discussed their experience of the performance as being 
‘of service’. In this sense, the most frequent discourse that audiences engaged in was how being 
a part of this experience reflected their personal values: value in community building, support 
for the disenfranchised, education and increased literacy, engagement with Shakespeare and the 
exercise of theatrical practice. Theatre talk participants spoke about a certain responsibility to 
attend the prison performance. This sense of civic responsibility as members of the wider 
community will be discussed in the next chapter as a satisfying outcome of attending the 
performance for public audience members, but the idea that these audiences felt a responsibility 
to the project indicates that they valued the work that it was doing, even though that may have 
meant different things to different people specifically. These audience members were not 
passive spectators, rather they felt responsible for making this theatre experience inherently 
theatrical. The emphasis was on facilitating the prisoners becoming genuinely embodied 
performers. While the audience acknowledged that their role was integral to the creation of 
theatre, they also defined themselves as providing a service to the project, understanding that 
their presence would be, in some way, meaningful. This sense of responsibility isn’t necessarily 
apparent to the same extent in audiences of mainstream, commercial productions (performers 
are there to entertain; they are providing the service), but it is applicable to audiences who 
attend applied theatre performances and community productions. For example, audiences of 
applied theatre performances by war veterans will see the performers as ‘veterans’. Pensalfini 
suggests that this is “arguably common to the experience of seeing theatre in any institution, so 
that audiences at a school play will initially encounter the actors as ‘student[s]’” (“The Play’s 
the Thing” 13-14). Noting that audience members feel they are providing service to the 
performers reinforces the idea that audiences demonstrate the value they may see in a 
performance project simply by being there. Their participation as audience members represents 
goodwill towards the performers. 
Audience members also espouse an appreciation for communities engaging with 
Shakespeare’s work. This speaks to some theatre talk participants’ views about Shakespeare, 
theatre and literature. Audiences were also prompted to think deeply about the potential 
ramifications for the actors doing this performance and the project as a whole. They were 
engaged in thinking about what the theatrical experience can offer prisoners specifically, and 
more broadly, what theatre can do for human beings. Many of the theatre talk participants 
already held strong beliefs about theatre’s benefits in exploring humanity but the prison project 
presented an opportunity to articulate these values in a public forum. For others this experience 
presented a new opportunity to explore the potential for human development within theatre. It 
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allowed audiences to think about the very value of theatre itself. As one participant stated, “You 
can’t rehearse a play for yourself. I mean the whole point of it is to do it in front of people to get 
reactions” (“Theatre Talk Four”). The idea that theatre is created in order to elicit a reaction 
from audiences is by no means a concept that performance theorists unanimously agree with, 
but the idea that the purpose of theatrical performance is to give something – a story, a message, 
an idea, an entertainment, to an audience is broadly identified by lay audiences as the point of 
theatre. By this I simply mean that audiences generally understand that the performers are 
communicating to them; the audience receives, they are passive, they are there to be spoken to 
but not to necessarily speak back.  Some theatre talk participants already understood that simply 
in being there, they too were communicating back to the performers on stage, for others it was a 
new way of understanding the relationship that the audience has with theatre production: that 
theatre performance isn’t necessarily only about offering up an artistic product to an audience, 
but rather an acknowledgment that the theatrical event can be mutually beneficial to both 
audience and performer and that just as the performer’s role is to present to an audience, the 
audience’s role is equally integral to the generation of theatrical production. 
The integral role that audiences play in theatre performance may seem so obvious to 
audiences themselves that it is seemingly hardly worth mention. However, from a structural 
view point, as was outlined in the introductory chapter, the audience is a textual layer of theatre 
production that contributes to the creation of theatre. As Heim argues, “[t]he audience produces 
signifiers that can be read and interpreted by performers, technicians, front of house staff and 
other audience members. The behavioural patterns of audience contributions – such as laughter, 
tears and applause – are signifiers that are received by those present on and off the stage” (19). 
Heim articulates here that performers, among others involved in the creation of a theatrical 
event, read and respond to the signifiers presented by the audience. The communication is two-
way; from performer to audience and from audience to performer. As such, audience members 
could reaffirm the inherent value they saw in theatre through their behavioural responses to the 
performance. Whether individuals shared the same understanding of what is inherently valuable 
about theatre practice is not necessarily relevant. What is relevant is that they wanted to engage 
in a dialogue with prisoners and prisons that fostered goodwill among all. Analysis of the 
Theatre Talks reveals that in particular this meant demonstrating their recognition that 
performing was an achievement. 
 
Recognition of achievement 
As noted briefly above, audiences of applied theatre or community performance are 
generally aware of their role in offering something back to the performers through their 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 37  
behavioural patterns. Common audience behaviours such as laughter and applause provide 
audiences a language through which to communicate their recognition of the prisoner 
performers’ achievement. When the performers of the Shakespeare Prison Project took their 
bows the audience gave a standing ovation – a behavioural sign of acknowledgement that is 
generally recognised as the audience offering acclamation for the achievement of putting on the 
show. One audience member, who had been a guest facilitator in a previous iteration of the 
project, commented how much this sign of acknowledgement meant to her as well as (she 
imagined) to the prisoner performers: “[i]t gives you a chance to just reaffirm what you value, 
you know? And it’s probably the last chance you’re gonna get in this context to show what you 
value, to show appreciation, to all of them” (“Theatre Talk One”). It was important to this 
particular audience member that her affirmation of the performers’ achievement was 
communicated clearly. Others agreed that the standing ovation and mingling with the performers 
after the show were ways of communicating what the performance had elicited – a desire to 
affirm, validate and legitimize the inmate performers. Susan Bennett argues that “the feedback 
of the audience through applause and the appearance of the actors as actors [as opposed to 
characters] to receive their judgment represent an important theatrical convention” (163). 
Indeed, many audience members expected to indicate obligatory appreciation at the end of the 
performance as conventional etiquette would dictate; rarely, even if one does not enjoy a 
performance, does one not clap at the end. As the performance went on and concluded, however, 
applause took on new meaning to the audience: rather than merely communicating obligatory 
appreciation the applause needed to communicate genuine praise for the work. Audiences then 
needed to confirm their affirmation further by utilising a standing ovation to make clear their 
deep appreciation to the performers. Not only did they want to communicate goodwill, they 
wanted the performers to know the sense of connection that they, the audience, felt. 
Wanting to demonstrate one’s support of a community production through attendance 
and applause is an acknowledged influence on audience reception. Susan Bennett states that 
“the event of community theatre is able to act as social affirmation of a particular group of 
people” (102). In this sense, the audience’s physicalised responses to the performance 
intrinsically demonstrated the value they saw in its production and they understood that their 
responses would be interpreted as passing some kind of judgement on the project as a whole, as 
their commentary suggests: 
 
I thought it might be like when you go see a community production where, you know, 
you laugh at the jokes because you’re really wanting to support these actors and you’re 
really trying to… (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
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If you go to a community production you’re not going to leave even if it is that bad 
because you’ve gone along to support someone. (“Theatre Talk Two) 
 
‘Go[ing] along to support someone’ in and of itself can be identified as an act of demonstrating 
ones values. As argued above, audiences demonstrated the value they saw in the performance 
simply by showing up. Sometimes in these instances, a person may suspend critical 
commentary because they want the performers to see the goodwill directed towards them.  
Suffice to say, audiences went into the performance expecting to provide the performers 
with recognition of their achievement, regardless of how those audience members would judge 
the performance aesthetically. Many audiences of this particular case study didn’t expect the 
performance to be genuinely enjoyable on a purely aesthetic level. Perhaps consequently, 
during the Theatre Talks, participants felt the need to actively reinforce the genuine aesthetic 
pleasure they experienced during the performance: 
 
I didn’t have any trouble throughout the performance engaging with them because I 
thought they were genuinely funny and brought their own personality to the roles enough 
so that it wasn’t forced. I don’t think at any stage the audience was laughing just because 
you were meant to laugh, it was because it was genuinely funny. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
I didn’t go in thinking it would be particularly good so I was shocked that it was alright. 
[…]. I think it worked. The play worked. I think people were involved in it because it 
was interpolated into it so it worked. It was fine. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
These comments suggest that while audience members did not expect to be genuinely moved by 
the quality of the performance, they did indeed experience a connectedness to the performers. 
They interpreted the aesthetic quality of the performance as being representative of ‘their [the 
performers’] own personality’. The revelation that the performance was genuinely enjoyable is 
something that is discussed further in Chapter Three as being an unanticipated outcome for 
audience members. The purpose of highlighting it here is to impress that audiences weren’t 
merely invested in acknowledging the achievement of putting on a play; they were invested in 
communicating their genuinely positive responses to the actual performing of that play. 
Participants were also keen to articulate that their enjoyment of the performance was 
enhanced by an understanding that the prisoners themselves enjoyed the performance 
experience: 
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I enjoyed seeing the performers and seeing them enjoy themselves. (“Theatre Talk Three”) 
 
 
Obviously watching them getting so much out of the performance makes it enjoyable. 
(“Theatre Talk One”) 
 
These responses are notable because they aren’t necessarily comments that audiences would 
think to make about a commercial production. At a mainstream show, whether or not the 
performers themselves are enjoying the act of performing is not necessarily relevant to the 
audience’s enjoyment of that performance. Though I note that Scollen has claimed there is 
evidence to the contrary (“On the Record” 192). This goes to the mindset that audiences 
brought into the show with them. Each individual’s response to the performance belies a 
particular understanding of the intention behind that performance. 
In his presentation at the 2016 Arts Council of Wales Conference, Francois Matarasso 
identified three broad intentional fields to artistic practice: cultural democratisation, social 
change and cultural democracy. He describes the intention of artistic practice to create social 
change as using art as a tool in community development; to change lives for the better. Geese 
Theatre seemingly has this intention as they use performance as a communication tool in 
correcting offender behaviour (What We Do, Geese Theatre Company). The differences between 
cultural democratisation and cultural democracy are more nuanced. Cultural democratisation, 
rooted in the idea of improvement, aims to “inspire people to want an existing artistic offer” 
(Matarasso n.p.). This would appear to be the impetus behind the teaching of canonical literature 
in high schools, particularly Shakespeare. In contrast, cultural democracy is about giving people 
access to “the means of cultural production, as a right, not a favour” (Matarasso n.p.). A 
culturally democratic intention is about providing access to creative resources, training, 
knowledge and platforms in order to facilitate art. Each audience member brings to a prison 
theatre performance their own assumptions and preconceptions about what the intention behind 
prison theatre is but this may change throughout the actual performance. A person’s stance in 
relation to these fields of intention may intersect, but intrinsically it comes down to an 
individual’s personal values. Thus there is a relationship between the comments that theatre talk 
participants made about their contribution to the prison theatre experience and the field of 
intention they perhaps unconsciously assumed in ascribing value to the work. For example, 
because they assumed it was a form of democratising Shakespeare – sharing Shakespeare with a 
marginalised community – audiences recognised that the performance was a way that that 
achievement could be communicated beyond the walls of the prison and to the broader 
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community, thereby establishing a tenuous connection or link to that broader community. 
It is notable that some audience members of this performance commented about being 
moved by the performance, despite the fact that the basis of Shakespeare’s play is slap-stick 
comedy. This is not to say that the play cannot be moving merely because it is comedy, but to 
the extent that these audiences felt moved, I posit that such feelings were roused by measuring 
the performance against their personal idea of the field of intention of the performance. Such 
measures would, of course, be different for different people. Where one person may have 
privileged the democratising of Shakespeare by bringing it to prison first and foremost, another 
may have measured the project successful according to their own values about what 
Shakespeare or performance (or both) can teach prisoners; others still may have considered that 
simply gaining access to particular artistic resources, including a script, director and physical 
space to perform in, was a worthy pursuit. Each of these fields of intention could be attributed 
to individual comments made by theatre talk participants (see transcripts in Appendix D) and it 
is likely that audiences recognised merit according to all fields of intention to varying extents 
throughout the experience. Suffice to say, the resonance of the performance for each audience 
member could be attributed to their initial desire to see the project ‘succeed’ (whatever that 
might mean to them); an expression of goodwill combined with their witnessed experience of 
the performance event; a recognition of the connection they felt through their participation. 
Interestingly, some audience members somewhat underestimated the significance of their 
responses to the inmates themselves. One person suggested that the public performance was not 
as important as the first, invited-guest, performance because the first was performed for family 
and friends: “I think they had more anxiety about performing for their families than they did 
about performing it for us. They seemed a bit more relaxed and ‘it’s not so important that we 
impress you guys because we don’t know you and we’ll never see you ever again’” (“Theatre 
Talk Four”). In contrast, according to testimony collected by Pensalfini, prisoner performers 
derive significant importance in performing for a public audience. The prisoners see this 
experience as an opportunity to prove that they are capable of more than their crime: 
 
The performance. To see the visitors’, the audience’s reactions to what we have done, 
what we are doing. To see we are not bad people. [...] 
 
What I like the most was actually performing – at the end of our performance when the 
audience stood up and applauded. At that moment I felt like an actual GOOD person ... a 
sense of accomplishment ... I was actually PROUD of myself. [...] 
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I had considered for the first time, that in the programme, in performing for the public, 
must give them an altered, possibility [sic] positive perception of people in prison. 
(Prison Shakespeare 99-100) 
 
This commentary from prisoner performers suggests that they too felt connected to the audience. 
They can point to concrete reactions from audience members, for example when the audience 
stood and applauded, that exemplified for them the possibility of an outside world that thought 
of these performing individuals positively. 
The contrast between audience members’ assumptions and prisoner performers’ 
comments about performing for public audiences brings to the fore one of the realities of 
audience reception research: the audience’s perceived insights into what they offered or 
contributed to the performance can be quite different to what the performers themselves state 
they get out of audience interaction. Recognising this highlights the possibility for audiences 
misinterpreting individual performer intentions and motivations. A natural progression of this 
research project then would be to specifically explore how prisoner performers respond to public 
audience attendance. This is beyond the scope of the present study, but Pensalfini has offered 
some commentary on the benefit of the performance as an initial point of interaction between 
prisoners and members of the public at large: 
 
[t]he prisoners expressed surprise at how friendly and warm these ‘strangers’ were. 
Doubtless, having just seen the prisoners perform contributed to that openness and 
friendliness. Had we simply brought 12 prisoners and 60 strangers into a room together 
and said ‘Off you go, mingle,’ the atmosphere would likely have been polite but tense 
and awkward. Instead the post-performance atmosphere was every bit as celebratory 
and genial as any professional opening night post-show reception. (Prison Shakespeare 
100) 
 
Pensalfini expands his interrogation of what prisoner performers say they received from the 
performer/audience encounter. He states that “prisoners value not only the process of learning 
and achievement, but of being seen to have learned or achieved something” (“The Play’s the 
Thing” 12). With the prisoner perspective in mind then, audience members celebrating a prison 
theatre performance as an achievement for the prisoner performers could be profoundly 
meaningful to those performers. Pensalfini continues: “[w]hen prisoners perform to audience 
members who are strangers to them [...]. It can become a form of atonement” (“The Play’s the 
Thing” 12). Arguably, prisoners’ desire for atonement was, at least in part, responded to by 
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individual audience members who could, after the performance experience, now talk about 
these prisoners in a positive context completely separate from their offending behaviour and in 
doing so, become a tangible link between prison and the community at large – encouraging 
empathy and connectedness. 
 
Potential implications for prisoners: links to the broader community 
Even though some audience members felt that their contribution possibly wasn’t as 
meaningful as the contribution of other audience members such as family and friends, the public 
audience determined that part of their service to the theatrical experience was to witness and 
testify about the positive outcomes that prison theatre can have. They saw themselves as 
conduits between an isolated community of inmate performers and wider society. A common 
discourse that was noted in all Theatre Talks was a strong desire to validate the inmates for 
engaging in positive, pro-social behaviour. Audience members believed that the validation they 
could offer to prisoners could have further positive ramifications for those individuals. Some 
audience members identified that in simply replicating a condition of mainstream theatre 
(performing for an audience of strangers), they were affirming the prisoners: 
 
I think we are really valuable to validate what they are doing. […] I guess our role is 
important to produce the experience of the performance for them and also to give them 
that added dimension where they are playing for people they’ve never seen before. 
(“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
I think it adds a bit of legitimacy to what they’ve done. The idea of you construct 
something and perform it in front of anyone. There’s an element of risk and reward 
there. But in front of total strangers who have made the effort to come into your space 
that there is, I think there’s a great deal of legitimacy and it also reinforces the 
ownership that you have with the text you’re working with. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
This audience member acknowledges that establishing the performer/audience relationship is 
risky for both the prisoner performers and public audiences. But they also note that it is this 
risk that lends legitimacy to the experience because it replicates a condition of the professional 
theatre. Another added: 
 
 
We were an audience that is not their families or the guards. […] Particularly the fact 
that we had less of a reason to think they’re wonderful […]. I would have thought a real 
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boost with our obvious pleasure. And us being a more independent, if you wish, 
audience rather than somewhat biased family but whatever. I hope we did give our 
appreciation. I think so. (“Theatre Talk Three”) 
 
In stating that ‘we had less of a reason to think they’re wonderful’, this audience member 
highlights that the significant difference in this instance was that for the public audience the 
only thing they knew about these performers before the show was that they had been convicted 
of a crime. While it can never be fully understood to what extent this knowledge influenced 
individual audience members in their opinions of the performance it does illuminate the 
significance of the connection that was established through the theatrical event. The connection 
between audience and performer was generated in spite of institutional and social isolation 
deemed necessary for these performers in the first place. Thus, for some, the sense of 
contributing legitimacy to the theatrical event also meant establishing links between individual 
prisoners and the outside community. As these comments indicate, theatre talk participants saw 
their contribution to the theatrical event as important specifically because they were unfamiliar 
to the prisoner performers. These audience members identified themselves as adding legitimacy 
to the project as a whole; their anonymity and distance from the performers afforded them the 
ability to replicate a condition of mainstream production: that the performance could be judged 
according to aesthetic merit unencumbered by personal biases such as pride in a loved-one seen 
on the stage. However, there was also acknowledgement that there was a crucial difference 
between mainstream production and this performance: 
 
I just think it was a really valuable link between the inmates of a prison and the external 
community. It is a vital and rare moment when you’re getting that connection which 
might have all sorts of positive spin offs because we had lots of different people in that 
audience who were in different capacities and are involved with different projects and 
such. The positive things that could come out of that might be a long way in the future. 
So having the link is really important. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
It depends on the audience of course. The families of course have a different relationship 
with the performers than we did but I think part of the reason is just something to share. I 
think that’s part of the thing that prison Shakespeare is trying to get across is that this is 
something they do that can go outside the prison which seems mundane to everyone else 
but to them there’s very little of what they do that actually goes outside the four walls of 
the prison. But this is something they can do and people can be invited into a prison and 
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they can do this performance and then they can talk about it outside the prison. That has 
some symbolism. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
These comments further reflect that audiences saw the theatrical event as an opportunity for 
exploring potential. The link created may be flimsy and not entirely concrete yet, but there is 
potential for both audience and performers to use this experience as a starting point for 
developing further, perhaps more tangible, links between prisoners and the outside community. 
The idea that audiences are able to create connectedness with incarcerated performers 
has previously been echoed by practitioner commentary. Maud Clark from Somebody’s 
Daughter Theatre in Melbourne sees creating connections as an important aspect of the 
audience/performer relationship that is particularly useful in the prison setting stating that; “this 
is where theatre can activate change” (105). Clark argues, “[t]heatre does have this power to 
illuminate what we could not see before because it is about finding connectedness as human 
beings. The very connectedness that [people] in prison have been denied” (105). Emma Heard, 
who used the QSE Shakespeare Prison Project as her case study examining prisoner health, has 
also commented on how audiences contributed to the health and wellbeing of the prisoners in 
the performance: 
 
[t]hrough showcasing their work, participants felt they had the opportunity to 
demonstrate their strengths and gain respect from the audience. Their achievements 
provided a sense of confidence and self-worth which will be useful for developing 
bridging relationships. Such respect and sense of achievement may have been 
heightened by the use of Shakespeare, a well established and respected set of work. 
(118) 
 
Notably, both Clark’s and Heard’s comments are framed by an explicit understanding that 
building connectedness is useful for the prisoners; neither makes comment about the 
implications for the sense of connectedness experienced by audience members. 
Just as prisoners appear to have benefited from the positive interaction with members of 
the public, audience members are in a somewhat unique position of being able to communicate 
with others ‘on the outside’ about these very same positive outcomes, discussing prisoners in 
terms of positive, pro-social achievements. Audiences therefore act as witnesses who can testify 
to the public. This may have broad implications. Aside from Hollywood and television 
treatments of the prison experience, the public discourse around prisoners is from the point of 
view of correctional officers, victims and their families and judicial agents. Audience 
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contributions might be able to alter the tenor of this discourse. Members of the public, who do 
not necessarily have vested interests in the wellbeing, development or provisions for prisoners, 
can contribute to this discourse somewhat dispassionately by adding a different and unique view 
point. 
For some prison theatre practitioners, the aspiration of changing the public discourse 
around prisons is central to their practice; see for example Fabio Cavalli’s work with the Teatro 
Libero di Rebibbia in Rome’s Rebibbia prison. Cavalli explicitly states that he hopes his work 
“will have an impact on the way that prisoners are perceived” (Pensalfini, “The Play’s the 
Thing” 17). Tofteland recognises that the performance component of a project can provide 
‘outsiders’ an appreciation for prison culture and a glimpse into the reality of incarceration 
(Pensalfini, “The Play’s the Thing” 14). As Pensalfini notes, audiences are also implicated in 
the longevity and reach of prison theatre projects, “as a result, [audiences] can feel that they are 
part of something that is making a difference, whether to prisoners alone or to society more 
generally” (“The Play’s the Thing” 18). Since 2016, QSE has conducted audience surveys 
which reflect data that can be used to quantify statements such as this. Most notably, 100 per 
cent of the respondents in QSE’s 2016 survey agreed that they would discuss the project in a 
positive light with family and friends, a further 65 per cent stated they would also be open to 
providing a written endorsement of the project (Pensalfini, “The Play’s the Thing” 18). Aside 
from the increased opportunity for continued support for this particular project, audiences 
“bring into public discourse the question of prisoners and their environment, which have 
(arguably deliberately) been obscured from public view” (Pensalfini, “The Play’s the Thing” 
19). Audiences have the potential to establish new links and enhance existing ones between 
prisoners and the broader community. Theatre talk participants seemed to be aware of their 
capacity in this sense, though personal awareness is not necessary for these links to occur. 
Ric Knowles argues that an audience member’s experience of a particular theatrical 
event “continues through interval, at the bar, [and] on the ride home” (101). For prison theatre 
audiences the theatrical event continues as they transition from the performance space to beyond 
the barbed wire. The audience are able to cross the void from one world where they experienced 
and witnessed (inside) to another world where they can give testament to what they saw and felt 
(outside). What remains to be seen is whether audience members retain those new mindsets long 
after the euphoria of the event has passed. If the actor playing Hamlet, upon release goes back to 
robbing a near-by retail outlet, how does that affect one’s view that watching his play has 
ostensibly generated? Reflecting on one’s prison theatre experience in this way encourages 
individuals to interrogate and confront their preconceived notions about what prison is for and 
who prisoners are and can lead to a more readily accessible empathy for the incarcerated. 
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Though theatre talk participants were reluctant to speak on behalf of the inmate actors, they did 
acknowledge other potential benefits for the performers. They expressed hopes for how the 
performance could offer prisoners respite, sanctuary, positive memories, self-esteem and 
resilience. Notably, these are aspects of human existence that individuals may not necessarily 
care about for prisoners. A by-product of not really knowing what prison is like, whether 
deliberately obscured or not, is a lack of understanding why such emotional spaces such as 
sanctuary and respite are crucial for humanity to flourish. 
 
A growth in the person. I think we all hark back to when we felt good for doing 
something. So they’ve got that now for quite a long time to think back to when they did it 
and that felt good and that helps self-esteem to know that there have been good times 
with bad. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
Maybe even if it’s just an isolated pocket of somewhere that isn’t so filled with negative 
emotions then I think that is valuable in its own right. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
People may argue that because of their crimes, prisoners don’t deserve opportunities for 
growth, self-esteem development or respite from negativity, but through the theatrical event 
audience members could feel empathy for the prison experience and could therefore posit 
commentary about how such opportunities are ultimately beneficial for society at large. 
 
Empathy 
Participating in a theatrical event in prison helps audiences to better understand what 
living in the prison environment must be like. To some extent, audiences’ experience of the 
prison itself is highly relevant to how they think about the work that prison theatre could be 
doing. By having a firsthand account of walking around in a prison, audiences can feel like they 
are literally walking in the shoes of the prisoner performers who they see on the stage. 
 
The idea of going into the prison and going through all the logistics of rigmaroles. It 
reminded you of the basic barriers even though it’s a very obvious thing and just every 
procedure you had to go through reinforced the distance between the performers and the 
audience. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
The whole getting in and out of the prison. It put me in a certain frame of mind think that 
‘ok, if this is hard for us think of what it’s like for them?’ – this whole bureaucratic 
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struggle. Some of the guards were a little bit frosty or a little bit less than polite they 
were also a lot more polite to us than they would be to the prisoners most of the time. 
(“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
It was really just the whole process of going through the prison. You know the whole 
bureaucracy to get in there. It just reminded you of this big block that institutions are and 
what the inmates would have to deal with all the time. And the barbed wire and the 
whole process of going through the different barriers to get to the space of the 
performance. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
These comments indicate that through attending the prison to see the show, audiences found 
new ways of empathising with the prisoner experience. As Susan Bennett argues, the planning 
process (or lack of it) plays a part in shaping receptive mood, so the ease or difficulty of 
attendance has its effect (125). Even though people complained of the bureaucratic processes in 
place to get to the performance space and the time delays it caused, they also got a sense of the 
frustration and uncertainty that the inmates may experience on a daily basis. The sense of 
empathy that audience members felt, before the performance had even started, would almost 
certainly have influenced their reception and interpretation of the show itself. Some also 
commented that the delays increased their levels of anticipation for what they were going to see: 
The idea of going, of sitting down and waiting for it I think is a, I wouldn’t say it necessarily 
helped, but it did build up this idea of ‘whatever it is that I’m going to see, I feel like I want to 
see it, I desire it because of all the things that came before it, all the procedures and all the 
logistics’. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
Importantly, however, this was not a view that was shared by all audience members: 
 
 
I think the main difference was being mentally exhausted, and physically exhausted from 
it. Coz you know, you think, an hour isn’t too bad but then you realized this is gonna take 
longer, the longer it got dragged out. And by the time you actually got there, you’re hot 
and sweaty and … well I was quite smelly. I was quite looking forward to just getting 
out. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
These two comments, presenting starkly different views about how each audience member felt 
by the time the performance was to start, indicate how much entry into the prison and 
performance space could affect not only an individual’s reception of the play but also the sense 
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of connection, goodwill and empathy they felt towards the performers even before the show had 
started. Some felt that they had earned the right to see the show, perhaps along the same lines as 
the inmates who also earned the right to see the show or participate in the program at all, and 
others felt that the entry process detracted from the performance; the performance wasn’t 
enough to make up for the complicated entry procedure which perhaps enlivened people to daily 
frustrations, struggles and challenges prisoners face for little or no foreseeable reward. On the 
other hand, people who had been to prison performances before were better prepared for what 
the entry process would be like, and thus, weren’t necessarily affected, whether positively or 
negatively, by the process. Regardless of how people felt about the actual experience by the 
time they got to the performance venue, most audience members recognised that the entry 
process implicitly framed their expectations and therefore experience of the play: 
 
It puts you in a funny space, you think normally before you go see a performance you 
get dinner, you might have a drink, it’s a really relaxed space, and then you go sit down 
in a nice chair and watch the play, whereas here we stood in line for two hours and 
you’re kind of a bit tense because you go through metal detectors and small rooms with 
guards and that kind of thing, and then you sit down and watch a performance. So I 
think if you saw it outside of the prison, even if it had the same actors, you’d see it from 
a completely different point of view. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
Such comments are in line with what audience scholars have discussed at length: “the milieu 
which surrounds a theatre is always ideologically encoded and the presence of a theatre can be 
measured as typical or incongruous within it. That relationship further shapes a spectator’s 
experience” (S Bennett 126). Interestingly, this is not necessarily something that audiences 
might recognise when attending mainstream performances. Thus, the prison theatre 
performance experience could be said to have enriched the theatre reception literacy of 
audience members. Such enrichment may be considered a worthy by-product of the prison 
theatre experience for public audience members, but generally, audiences were more focused 
on the potential and talent they saw in the prisoner performers, further reinforcing the goodwill 
and connectedness they felt towards them. 
 
Virtuosity of performers (prisoners) 
As noted above, audiences understood that there were some significant differences about 
how they thought about the actors themselves compared to a) what they expected and b) how 
they may think about professional actors. This phenomenon will be interrogated more in the 
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next chapter, but suffice to say here that audiences were more invested in the actors as people, 
and their continuing journey after this performance, than they would usually be of actors on a 
mainstream stage: “I wonder if any of them are studying, or if this will give them impetus to 
study more” (“Theatre Talk Two”)? Speculation about what prisoners are doing besides the 
theatre project again opens the door for more empathetic consideration of what prisoners do in 
prison. In addition to being more invested in the actors as individuals, audiences’ appreciation 
of the quality of the prisoners’ performance was affected by knowing that they are inmates. This 
perhaps brings some uncomfortable stereotypical prejudices or preconceived notions to the 
surface, but many audiences found this aspect enlightening and ultimately something positive 
about the experience. This will be discussed further in the next chapter in terms of how 
experiencing prison theatre can challenge long-held and sometimes unacknowledged prejudices 
about inmate populations. Here I want to consider audience commentary on the virtuosity of the 
inmate performers, which for some audience members was all the evidence they needed that 
programs such as this are valuable for the prisoner performers. 
 
I thought they dealt well with the plot and what they were saying. But I think that was 
surprising. Not because I thought it was being dealt well, but because they obviously had 
an understanding enough to fill the blanks of what they’d forgotten because they knew 
where the play had to go. They knew whose line it was next and who they had to lead 
into so they knew that there was a point that they had to get across with their part. […] I 
don’t know if that’s surprising but I thought it was interesting that they had enough 
understanding of it. It was clear that work had been done to understand more than just 
recite this. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
This audience member is articulating perhaps a new-found understanding of what the project 
offered the prisoners: not merely an opportunity to put on a play but also a learning experience; 
learning about a story, communication and the theatrical form. The inmate performers’ capacity 
to demonstrate that learning was an aspect of the performance that other audience members felt 
was virtuous: 
 
I think the thing which […] actually stuck with me in this thing compared to other times 
I’ve been is that the high quality of the production and the ability of the guys to have 
done an intellectually difficult task of memorizing all those lines and then producing 
them. I mean it really highlighted how the fact that people who are in prison doesn’t 
mean and some of them might not be very likeable. They’ve learned the lines. That 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 50  
they’re not necessarily dumb et cetera. (“Theatre Talk Three”) 
 
Through the aesthetic and intellectual quality of the prisoners’ performance, audiences were 
reminded of the performers’ individual humanity; their capacity to learn, engage and elicit 
empathy blatantly revealed. 
Seeing genuine talent and effort in the performers also impacted audience members and 
perhaps endeared them towards the prisoner actors more readily, furthering individual members’ 
readiness to show empathy towards these people: 
 
It was surprising for me to see the talent. Maybe it was surprising for them to discover 
their own talent in some ways maybe. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
I went in with the expectation this would be at the level of a high school production but I 
was singularly impressed by the performance and acting ability contributions 
particularly of two of the main characters. […]. One was Antipholus and one was 
Dromio. I thought one of each of those was outstanding. […] The others were pretty 
good. Some of them obviously were not as well polished. (“Theatre Talk Three”)  
 
I think it looks good to see people overcome their difficulties […]. To see them attack 
the things that I know are so hard and win. Not all the time but a large proportion of the 
time. (“Theatre Talk Three”) 
 
These comments are evidence that the act of witnessing, of seeing inmates overcome struggle, 
is what audience members see as a positive outcome of the project. They recognised that seeing 
the performers make mistakes and recover from them indicated a certain development of skill 
and commitment to the project and perhaps even a certain level of commitment to self-
improvement. Notably, these are not qualities that are usually associated with prisoners but are 
qualities that society equates with rehabilitation. 
 
I loved the way that the actors improvised around the script when they didn’t quite 
remember the lines. They did it very well I think. I think the comic timing of a lot of the 
actors was very good. Yeah. I found it thoroughly enjoyable. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
It also made it more intimate in that atmosphere because they worked around it and 
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improvised it. They didn’t just ask for a prompt or something like that which would have 
almost made a very stiff and formal setting. This made it much more intimate like you 
were almost seeing the play in a coffeehouse or something like that which I found very 
pleasing and very relaxing. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
These comments reflect the goodwill the audiences directed towards the performers. Not only 
were they impressed by the actors’ efforts, but they enjoyed the relaxed atmosphere of the 
performance. This was, arguably, encouraged by seeing the effort and skill displayed by the 
actors as they negotiated forgotten lines and missed cues. 
 
I thought that was more of the impressive bits about the whole show the fact that…there 
was one particular time that they started laughing and I thought ‘all right, they’ve lost it,’ 
but they pulled themselves back after starting to laugh and pulled themselves back and 
got on track. I guess that demonstrates a bit more resilience than I was expecting them to 
have. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
This last comment, in particular, points to the perceived value that audiences understood prison 
theatre to offer generally: audiences’ recognised value in the process of creating theatre. They 
saw efficacy in the possibilities for rehabilitative outcomes as part of the value of the project. To 
use the theatre talk participant’s example above, audiences saw prisoners exercise control, battle 
through a difficult situation, behave appropriately according to the circumstance and focus on a 
challenging goal. This is something that many prison theatre practitioners have varying views 
about. Pensalfini addresses some of these varying views, stating that, from a practitioner point of 
view, the Shakespeare Prison Project: 
 
[S]ees inherent value in dignifying the experience of incarceration through cultural 
practice, and believes the performance of Shakespeare has positive benefit on the 
experience of prison life in terms of […] self-worth, communication skills, personal 
reflection without shame, and perception of prisoners by others. (Prison Shakespeare 
90-91) 
 
But Pensalfini acknowledges that other prison theatre practitioners have more explicit aims for 
their projects, aims that usually relate to reflecting on offending behaviour.15 However, even if 
                                                          
15 See for example the work of the Geese Theatre Company in the UK. 
 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 52  
the desired goal for practitioners stems from mere artistic curiosity, prison theatre scholars 
acknowledge the implicit benefits of theatre practice that can be particularly appealing to 
funding and governing bodies and centre management when trying to convince such bodies of 
allowing a project to go ahead. As Balfour states, “theatre, in particular, can be made to be 
useful. It can be fashioned into a tool designed to re-educate, re-socialise, and ‘rehabilitate’ 
people. Or it can try” (2). 
Theatre talk participants indeed saw how theatre practice could be a tool for prisoners to 
explore self-worth and stem boredom, as well as a space that provided critical distance between 
themselves and their experiences within an implicitly therapeutic environment. Audiences 
commented on the benefit of interaction with the public, a sense of hope and motivation that 
prisoners may experience and the inherently educational context of the work for teaching 
transferable and socialising skills: 
 
I think for… a sense of pride and I think for a lot of prisoners it would be trying to build 
up some sense of self-esteem. Low self-esteem causes crime so the idea of creat[ing] 
something and being part of something that has apparent creativity and apparent 
spontaneity rehearsed and put together and being part of that. Having that improves 
one’s own self-worth. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
Definitely I think it’s worthwhile. On a very base level it gives prisoners something to 
do and something to help them try and while away the time creatively which I think is 
important. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
The difference is with the courses they do, they do anger management courses. You 
should hear them talk about this. They loathe them. They have to go and they sit there 
most of the time. […]. Just from the way they talk about it they can’t stand it. They feel 
that the people giving the courses don’t understand them et cetera. Whereas if they do 
something where they’re being angry but they actually have to control it because they’re 
doing theatre. 
There’s so much more for them to learn. (“Theatre Talk Three”) 
 
 
I enjoyed the performance, not so much for the acting and all that, although I thought 
that was really good, but for what I think it does for people to involve themselves. And I 
think that was very poignant that comment they made at the end when one of the actors 
said that the rehearsals were like a light in a dark place. So I think you could see that the 
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underlying themes of what this type of production does, not that people are great actors 
and have great sets of course, but for what it does. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
These comments, and others made by theatre talk participants, indicate the various merits 
audience members perceived to be beneficial for the inmate actors: increase in self-worth, 
distraction from boredom, interaction and engagement with the broader community and so on. 
Arguably, these are qualities that facilitate genuine rehabilitation. 
These audience comments collectively reflect that audiences experienced revelations of 
how theatre can empower people. For some, as has already been noted, this experience would 
have reaffirmed long-held values about theatre’s capacity to empower but for others, such 
revelation was new. “Many groups working with specific community (or other) issues look to 
audiences as essential in a theatre of empowerment. […] Boundaries between the subjects, the 
creators, and the receivers are no longer distinct and such a move signals a democratizing of the 
arts” (S Bennett 10). Many theatre practitioners talk about their work in prisons as creating a 
theatre of empowerment, but what Bennett is identifying here is that audiences play a central 
role in developing that aura of empowerment. As has been documented above, audiences who 
participated in the Theatre Talks spoke openly about them having a ‘job’ to do in being there; 
they recognised their contribution as vital. Audiences understood this ‘job’ to mean that they 
were there to validate, to affirm and to give legitimacy to the inmate performers and the project, 
not only as a theatrical presentation (making theatre theatre), but also as a valuable human 
exercise (rehabilitation or otherwise) complicit in generating goodwill, connection and empathy. 
Undoubtedly for some, part of the appeal of going to see this production was the novel 
absurdity of going to a prison to see theatre, for others still, adding Shakespeare to such an 
uncanny context would have furthered their curiosity: the so-called pinnacle of the Western 
canon, staged in such an unlikely setting. Indeed, some audiences were particularly aware of 
enjoying the experience in part because it was Shakespeare and because it was Shakespeare 
‘done differently’. 
 
Shakespeare 
As this chapter’s focus has been on what value audiences saw in the prison theatre 
experience for others, including performers, it is inescapable to note the tenor of discourse 
theatre talk audience members had around the fact that it was a Shakespeare play they saw 
performed. Generally, these audience members felt very positive about seeing inmate actors 
engaging in Shakespeare. Perhaps notably, many, if not all, audience members were tertiary 
educated and interested in theatre and/or Shakespeare (or were the partner or guest of someone 
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who was). Seeing as most of the audience members who attended the Theatre Talks would 
already attest to the value in learning Shakespeare, they were already predisposed to appreciate 
how the application of Shakespeare to prison theatre could have positive benefits and 
outcomes. Such reactions may not be so easily elicited from audiences who are less familiar 
with Shakespeare, or even predisposed to dislike Shakespeare; people whose only prior 
experience of Shakespeare has been in a poorly taught classroom or dull performance. On the 
other hand, as the audience commentary makes clear, the acknowledged cultural capital that 
Shakespeare holds is generally perceived to have positive outcomes for anyone engaging with 
Shakespeare, and many of the comments that the theatre talk audiences have made could be 
easily attributed to other, specifically educational, settings where Shakespeare is applied. 
Broadly, audiences commented that by performing a Shakespeare play, the audience and 
performers were connected by a mutual appreciation for the playwright. 
 
When they are working with Shakespeare and stuff they are building some knowledge 
that they’ve never had before and they are surrounded by other people who don’t really 
have this knowledge either. So it kind of pushes them to a new level. (“Theatre Talk 
Two”) 
 
It’s like the Shakespeare; they thought it was gay. But they discovered something they 
didn’t expect and I thought in that way it was a really handy tool; enabling people to 
connect    with something they hadn’t connected with. (“Theatre Talk Two”)  
 
There were two broad categories of audience responses when talking about the value of 
the inmates doing a Shakespeare play. Firstly, audiences noted that there was benefit to learning 
and rehearsing a new type of language and the challenges that engaging with that language 
would elicit presented opportunities for individual growth. Secondly, audiences wanted to 
acknowledge the cultural weight and ‘kudos’ of anyone mastering Shakespeare. Indeed Prison 
Shakespeare as its own particular field has become increasingly well documented with many 
prison theatre practitioners and scholars discussing what inmate participants can and do gain out 
of using Shakespeare in various ways. 
There is a strong case to be made that Shakespeare is more frequently used in prison 
theatre programs across the globe than any other playwright. Some Prison Shakespeare 
programs are well known: Tofteland’s Shakespeare Behind Bars program in correctional 
facilities in Kentucky and Michigan has become well known due to the Hank Rogerson 
documentary (2005) of the same name. Cavalli’s work with inmates of Rebibbia Prison in 
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Rome has also received some renown through the docudrama Caesar Must Die (2012), directed 
by the acclaimed Taviani brothers. In 2002 the radio program This American Life featured an 
entire episode about Agnes Wilcox’ Prison Performing Arts program in Missouri. Each of these 
programs place an emphasis on performing Shakespeare, but Shakespeare is also used in 
educational programs within corrective facilities. Trounstine and Bates have each published 
memoirs about their experiences of teaching Shakespeare in prison. The work of doing 
Shakespeare in prisons in some capacity is overviewed in Shailor and more recently in 
Pensalfini’s Prison Shakespeare. 
Generally speaking, people who encounter Shakespeare in prison programs often have 
positive things to say about inmates reading and performing Shakespeare’s words. Tofteland 
quotes wardens of the Luther Luckett Correctional Facility in Kentucky who acknowledge that 
Shakespeare’s works discuss emotional themes (anger, love, revenge, power, greed), that 
frequently lead to incarceration (220) and can be used as an educational tool to reflect on 
offending behaviour: 
 
The program, from the beginning, has given me a very positive belief that a man can 
change with the right intervention, tools, and programs. I have witnessed inmates, by 
role-playing the writings of Shakespeare, actually search their own souls, relate their life 
experiences to the characters they play, and behold the outcome and results of bad 
human behavior. [Warden Daily] (Tofteland 227) 
 
An enlightening outcome of the Theatre Talks has been the recognition that lay people – 
those not familiar with the research on Prison Shakespeare – can readily accept and see in 
performance how learning and performing Shakespeare could be potentially beneficial to prison 
inmates; they literally see the benefit of the work in performance: 
 
The language they used; they kind of stuck to the Shakespearean English – however you 
want to put it – quite well, I didn’t expect that at all, that was very impressive, for me. 
And they seemed to do really well with the lines considering they had [limited time]. 
(“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
I was glad we had a brief chance to chat with them afterwards and I spoke to quite a few 
of them and I was talking to them about their reaction to it and what they are thinking 
and feeling about Shakespeare and do they have a better understanding of it. One guy, 
who was a bit frightened of Shakespeare, he was surprised at how he got so much out of 
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a text. So it was interesting talking to him about that. (“Theatre Talk One”) 
 
These audience comments and observations are remarkably similar to what experienced 
facilitators would also argue about the value of using Shakespeare as an educational and 
psychological tool, as Bates articulates: 
 
Shakespeare allows prisoners to examine, and change, their lives more successfully than 
the prison’s other programs that address more directly, the psychological issues facing 
prisoners – precisely because Shakespeare encourages an indirect examination of their 
own character. (Shakespeare Saved my Life 27) 
 
Just as Bates has stated, through the Shakespeare Prison Project, audiences developed an 
empathy with the prisoner performers because they recognised the discoveries and challenges 
people face in tackling the language and interrogating the emotions and motivations of 
Shakespeare’s characters. 
Bates advocates that there is value in role play and character analysis specifically 
because it doesn’t directly ask participants to reflect on their own behaviour. It is not a condition 
of engaging with Shakespeare that an individual will elicit from the work some kind of strategy 
for personal development or recognise a particular pattern of human behaviour, but the 
possibility of discovering such things is there nonetheless. Wilcox furthers this concept by 
suggesting that prisoners can find resonance in Shakespeare programs specifically because such 
programs are not overtly geared around fixing them: “The inmates who act in the Shakespeare 
plays […] find, paradoxically, that the experience connects them more deeply with themselves 
and their lives” (248). Whereas other prison programs may be focused on acquiring necessary 
pro-social skills that make a person fit for re-entry into society, by virtue of the fact that 
engagement with Shakespeare is not requisite for interaction with the public at large, it allows 
prisoners to explore for themselves what might be worthy to them in engaging with it. Because 
they are not specifically being told how Shakespeare improves them, in Shakespeare programs, 
prisoners are simply allowed to think, discuss, imagine and let themselves be open. It is 
precisely because there is no implicit expectation that Shakespeare is something that is necessary 
to acquire in preparation for the outside world that individuals can get so much out of it. 
Arguably though, a similar space could be created in team-based sporting activities or other 
artistic and creative outlets. Wilcox, however, reflects that Shakespeare offers an implicit 
distance that other recreational activities may not be able to provide: “Shakespeare’s plays offer 
us distance – in the language, plots, characters, and customs of his time. Shakespeare gives us a 
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safe place from which to observe characters and situations like our own” (250). 
Audiences may already have readily accepted that Shakespeare could offer a ‘safe 
space’ to prisoners, however they also saw that specifically performing Shakespeare in front of 
an audience tested the limits of that safe space because it required the performers to be 
vulnerable. What was particularly striking to theatre talk participants was a demonstration that 
performing Shakespeare has connotations of cultural cachet that could boost individual 
inmate’s confidences. 
 
I think part of the reason is that Shakespeare is, even though people don’t know his plays, 
they do know who he is. He has an immense cultural capital and the idea of performing 
Shakespeare to a lot of prisoners may seem intimidating. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
There is this idea that when you’re kind of in the Shakespeare zone and you ‘get in it’. I 
just thought that was cool because it showed that you could actually share this 
knowledge and interact with others and surely that is something that they haven’t really 
been a part of before. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
I think the kudos, you know how people say ‘you don’t have to be a Rhodes scholar…’ 
and there’s a whole thing behind it and I think to say to your family and friends ‘actually 
I’m doing Shakespeare’ just lifts what you’re doing. Gives it a kudos that ‘you’re not, 
wow!’ which is I think very exciting for them. (“Theatre Talk Three”) 
 
As these comments indicate, audiences identified Shakespeare as a feature of the theatrical 
event that connected audiences and performers together. Through appreciation for 
Shakespeare’s text, the performers and audience were literally speaking the same language.  
Shakespeare, perhaps in the minds of the prisoner performers and clearly identified in the 
theatre talk participants, equals social capital. Using Pierre Bourdieu’s work on the subject as a 
basis, Laurence Tocci defines cultural capital as “certain intangible attributes with no material 
value but nonetheless corresponds to, and can be ‘cashed in’ for, social power” (234-5). This 
power translates to social status. Socio-cultural capital is an important phenomenon to be aware 
of when distinguishing the differences in measurable value between prisoners, say studying a 
play, or producing a play where they have to be accountable to an audience. 
Not only do audiences seem to understand that the cultural weight of Shakespeare would 
add extra benefit for the inmates, but they also recognise themselves that Shakespeare, despite 
being put on a pedestal, is not always performed well and can sometimes not be easily 
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understood – so not only is there kudos for the inmates in simply attempting Shakespeare, but 
there is also extra credit given to them by audiences because they did Shakespeare well. Tocci 
evaluates three prison theatre programs, seeing the context of the prison environment as being 
useful in helping people to recognise how Shakespeare’s cultural capital plays out: “any 
production of a Shakespeare play is loaded with class implications and these are all the more 
obvious and apparent when a production goes up in prison” (234). Indeed audiences were very 
aware of social relationship implications of inmates performing Shakespeare, some audiences 
saw this as a ‘democratizing’ of Shakespeare: 
 
The democratization of Shakespeare and theatre in general but in Shakespeare in 
particular seems to be something that they were all interested in to some degree or 
another. Because I still think that Shakespeare still has that intimidation factor and it still 
seemed, despite everyone’s efforts to try make it into movies and funny and all sorts of 
other things. It still seems like the pinnacle of English playwriting anyway. The idea of 
bringing that down to prison level is almost seen as a [taboo] or naughty. There’s an 
element of naughtiness about it, the idea of sticking it up the posh. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
Such comments as this can be linked back to the earlier discussion about fields of intention; 
this individual audience member states that he understood the intention for ‘all’ the participants 
in the Shakespeare Prison Project to be ‘to some degree’ focused on making Shakespeare as 
accessible as possible to all people. To that end, the audience member appears to be suggesting 
that the act of prisoners performing Shakespeare in some way disrupts the standard social 
hierarchy. Other audience members understood there to be value for the prisoners in 
performing in front of a well- versed Shakespeare audience; as if the performing of 
Shakespeare for this particular audience enacted an initiation ritual into a Shakespearean 
community: 
 
I think they were learning that there is a whole Shakespeare audience community as such 
that get it, that don’t think Shakespeare’s gay or something. So I would have assumed 
that it would have been an eye-opener to realize that there are all these people out there 
that really value Shakespeare in performance and are interested in people who are doing 
something like that. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
The audience member here reinforces the argument that the prisoner performers felt connected to 
their public audience through the shared language of Shakespeare. 
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Like much of the commentary made by theatre talk participants about the perceived 
benefits to prisoners in participating in prison theatre generally, audience comments about the 
particular usefulness of engaging with Shakespeare for the prisoners is borne out in independent 
research. Heard argues that there is evidence to suggest that working with Shakespearean text 
plays a key role in increasing prisoners’ repertoire of responses to express themselves. Through 
Shakespearean text, participants can access new ways to vocalize their thoughts and emotions 
and develop confidence to express themselves (117). As Heard discovered, participants 
themselves indicated the importance of Shakespeare in attracting respect from people outside the 
project community. Pensalfini also makes mention of this by quoting an inmate participant of the 
Shakespeare Prison Project: “[i]t gives me the confidence that I can do it if I want to. It’s 
Shakespeare, it’s supposed to be hard but I can do it” (Prison Shakespeare 96). 
This chapter has outlined how audiences contribute to prison theatre projects by 
replicating one of the core conditions of mainstream theatre; the performer needs someone to 
perform to. The theatre talk participants were able to articulate that audiences implicitly reflect 
the value that they, as individuals, may see in the practice of theatrical production (including 
specifically Shakespeare). They identified that, by attending the performance, they were making 
a contribution to the project. For many, this was a way of carrying out a civic duty; a giving 
back to the community at large through their participation in this one particular activity. 
Audiences identified that their actions, reactions and interactions within the theatrical event 
could be meaningful to the prisoners involved but also represented the potential for this event to 
have ripple effects beyond the prison community. Through the theatrical event of performance 
audiences offered the prisoners goodwill, connectedness and a shared empathy for each other. 
Do the performers indeed value what the audience believes they do? Is there a discord here? I 
have, in this chapter, made some suggestions about where audiences, practitioners and prisoners 
alike recognise similar benefits and outcomes in this practice, but also where they differ. 
Interestingly, but perhaps not unsurprisingly, the ‘type’ of audience is a relevant factor in 
eliciting positive outcomes. There are certain emotional outcomes that inmates may potentially 
feel more keenly from a family and peer orientated audience (pride, acceptance, increased self-
worth), but conversely, and particularly concerning the performance and reception of 
Shakespeare, an audience from the general public can offer different types of affirmation, 
validation and legitimization to the inmate performers and the project as a whole. This is an 
area of research that could benefit from further study. As mentioned at the beginning of this 
chapter, the majority of audience members assumed they had a responsibility to be a ‘good 
audience’ for the benefit of the inmates and the program. But audience members in the Theatre 
Talks also commented on the benefits that they themselves received from attending the prison 
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performance. The next chapter interrogates these ideas more specifically; what audiences get 
out of attending a prison theatre performance. 
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Chapter 3: What is in it for the Audience? 
 
The prison population is one of the most fringe and probably the most invisible in 
our culture. It is easy to foist a one-dimensional perspective on the incarcerated as a 
group and let it go at that – bad choices with deserved sentences – “they got what they 
deserved” and “let’s put our time and resources in other, more promising prospects”. But 
the fact is that there is a complexity of reasons for those bad choices and bad choices are 
not synonymous with bad people. The possibility of growth beyond those choices is real 
and critical to changing patterns of behaviour – to moving a life beyond where it has 
been due to a complexity of factors, whether it be a tangled web of abusive relationships, 
socio- economic conditions, race, gender, or just bad judgements. (Dworin 88) 
 
Prison theatre is most commonly considered in terms of what the theatrical experience 
can and does do for the inmate participants. Theatre can offer prisoners what Judy Dworin calls 
“the possibility of growth” (88) but this possibility for growth is a door that swings both ways: 
yes, prison theatre has much to offer prisoner participants, but it also has a lot to offer the 
public and in particular the audiences who participate in it also. In the previous chapter some of 
the contributions that audiences make to the inmate experience were discussed. I outlined what 
audience members who attended the Theatre Talks felt that they contributed to the theatrical 
event that benefited the inmate performers and the desired outcomes of the project as a whole. 
For these same audience members, other more self-interested outcomes were also articulated. 
Audiences recognised that there was an opportunity for personal growth in themselves. While 
many audience members may have entered into the prison theatre performance with some 
degree of Dworin’s “one-dimensional perspective” (88), they left with a more nuanced 
perspective of prisoners and perhaps an increased hope that there is capacity for the prison 
population to be reintegrated into the social consciousness without the label of prisoner. This is 
exactly the type of reaction that theorists such as Davey et al argue assists prisoners in 
desistance from crime: “Opportunities for community-offender interaction and community 
education regarding offending, rehabilitation, and reintegration have been shown to increase 
social capital and assist desistance” (805). As Maruna et al further clarify: “it is far easier to 
establish oneself as deviant, than it is to establish one’s credentials as a reformed person” (272) 
and yet the responses of theatre talk participants suggests that prison theatre performances can 
help to challenge such easily established truisms, not only for performers, but for audiences 
also. McNeill et al aptly states that “it may be that performances and exhibitions provid[e] a 
kind of ritual where an esteemed audience recognise[s] and celebrate[s] often unexpected and 
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unaccustomed achievements” (92).  
This chapter explores how audiences articulated personal benefit in participating in the 
prison theatre performance which ultimately resulted in an attitudinal shift towards thinking 
about prisoners with hope. For some audience members such shifts were unanticipated but a 
welcome outcome of attending the performance. As will be demonstrated throughout this 
chapter, the personal gains that theatre talk participants reported on suggest that prison theatre 
can foster links between the broader community and the prisoner population and be a space 
through which both communities can share empathy (understanding and appreciation for each 
other’s point of view), connectedness and goodwill toward one another. As Maruna et al states 
“this public redemption might carry considerable social and psychological weight for 
participants and observers” (275). Through this link, the social discourse about prisons and 
prisoners need not be one of fear and separation but rather a looking toward positive 
repatriation back into society. 
Generally speaking, audiences who participated in the Theatre Talks reported that 
attending a theatrical performance in prison, performed by inmates was a ‘good’ experience to 
have had and that it was just as ‘important’ for the audience members as it was for the inmate 
performers. Identifying benefit in vague terms such as ‘good’ and ‘important’ requires further 
analysis of the theatre talk commentary in order to specifically articulate what audiences may 
have meant when using these terms. As such, it is useful to look at the common discourses 
across the Theatre Talks, looking specifically at what audiences define as ‘good’ and 
‘important’ themselves. Though audiences found it difficult to articulate, analysis of the Theatre 
Talks suggests that audiences felt there was a sense of priviledge in having encountered 
prisoners in a social context (the theatrical event) where they felt encouraged empathise with the 
prisoner experience and therefore leave the prison grounds with a more nuanced appreciation 
for prisoners simply as human beings. 
Through my analysis I have identified three broadly defined categories or components to 
how audiences understood personal benefit in participating in prison theatre: educational value 
of teaching the audience something; a ‘feel good’ sense of having met a social responsibility; 
and unexpected pleasure both in their enjoyment of the performance and in interacting with the 
inmate performers. This chapter explores audiences’ feedback in accordance with these 
categories which are further defined below. Many of the outcomes that audience members 
identified provide confirmation to the desired outcomes for which prison theatre practitioners 
generally hope. It is important to note that these categories don’t necessarily differ from the 
personal value individual audience members feel when experiencing any theatrical event but 
this doesn’t diminish the significance of these individual responses; it is reasonable to suggest 
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that someone who enjoys amateur performance, Shakespeare plays, or theatre generally, may 
have been predisposed to enjoy this experience also. It is rare, however, that audience members 
are actually asked to identify these personal benefits and rarer still for them to identify these 
benefits within a prison theatre context. Audiences were not specifically asked if their reactions 
to the prison theatre event were similar to other theatrical events they had participated in. Prison 
theatre may offer audiences something that mainstream theatre does not, but by the same token, 
it may also offer very similar benefits to audience members: entertainment, community, social 
engagement, and so forth. Either way, gaining insight from audience members about how they 
think prison theatre may benefit them could add further weight to justifying prison theatre 
programs more generally and adds robustness to the growing body of prison theatre research. 
I note that the categories identified are fluid and naturally bleed into each other and as 
such, require further definition. Firstly, people identified the challenging of assumptions and 
prior expectations – pushing them out of their comfort zone, developing a deeper appreciation 
for the corrections system and further reinforcement or new found insights into why artistic 
programs such as this are offered to inmates and may be of considerable value more generally. 
These all seem to fit under the banner of educational value as individual audience members felt 
they learned various things – about themselves, society, prison and prisoners – that they hadn’t 
previously realised or acknowledged. Interestingly, in thinking about what they got out of the 
experience, audiences not only discussed what the experience meant to them personally but also 
what was good, valuable or important for all audiences and by extension society generally. 
Audience members recognised a distinction between what they personally liked and took away 
from the performance and what was a societal benefit or public good in individuals from 
mainstream society attending a performance of this nature. Audiences discussed the potential 
social responsibility of all human beings to know about this population group (prisoners) that are 
deemed to be outside the purview of mainstream society. The experience served as a cause for 
reflecting on society’s tendency to ignore the prison community and to only discuss it in 
negative terms. In this sense, audience members saw that a role for them was to bear witness and 
to testify to positive initiatives that go on in prison. They saw that they were not only providing a 
service to the inmates and to the project in participating, but that they had met an unwritten civic 
responsibility which not only enhances the individual but enriches society as a whole. 
The third category of value that audiences took away from the performance was 
unexpected pleasure and enjoyment. Such revelations connect to the educational values that 
people experienced as for much of the audience the experience of learning was implicitly an 
enjoyable one. Considering unexpected pleasure and enjoyment as a separate category of 
response is useful however because these are the terms with which audiences generally evaluate 
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the quality of any performance; on a scale of personal enjoyment. A theatrical production can be 
deemed clever, interesting, thought-provoking or innovative, but ultimately, the weight of such 
feedback is defined by one’s level of enjoyment of the experience. This is something that 
audience members themselves identified – that it is one thing to recognise value in a production 
such as this, and therefore want to attend to support it, but actually enjoying the experience, the 
performance itself, completely changes the nature of value ascribed to the experience overall. 
The unexpected nature of actually enjoying the performance was briefly discussed in the 
previous chapter, as audience members identified it as contributing to the sense of achievement 
in the production that they wanted to communicate to the prisoners. As one theatre talk 
participant articulates however, laughing because the performance was genuinely funny was a 
natural, unpremeditated response: “I didn’t have any trouble throughout the performance 
engaging with them because I thought they were genuinely funny. [...] I don’t think at any stage 
the audience was laughing just because you were meant to laugh, it was because it was 
genuinely funny” (“Theatre Talk Two”). 
To further exemplify that audiences unexpectedly enjoyed the production consider that 
some audience members particularly liked the cross-dressing or comedic tone of the production, 
others really appreciated the style of acting. Others still were simply impressed with the skill and 
talent of the actors and the overall slickness of the production. Without these small instances of 
interest and pleasure audiences could still have found the experience valuable, as many expected 
they would, but the unanticipated nature of the enjoyment of the show itself greatly contributed 
to the overall value in being a part of the event. Indeed what makes unexpected enjoyment even 
more worthy of discussion here is that practitioners don’t tend to describe their hopes for 
audience engagement as resulting in (mere) pleasure but this precise reaction could actually lead 
to audiences engaging on a deeper, more self-reflexive level. 
Although practitioners don’t refer to the audience’s pleasure or enjoyment per se as 
being a desired outcome of having such audiences participate in prison theatre projects, 
audience feedback in many other respects, frequently does echo the hopes, desires and lived 
experiences of many practitioners. Some, like Paul Heritage, do see an importance in audiences 
sourced from society at large coming into a prison to participate in a prison theatre performance: 
“there was an important function in these performances to provide a bridge between the closed 
world of the prison and the world outside its walls” (“Rebellion and Theatre” 235). Whereas 
Heritage sees public audiences as being an important link between communities, Wilcox 
identifies her work as offsetting the potential negative ramifications of prisoner reintegration 
into society that could affect her personally. “I work with incarcerated people because I know 
that they’re going to get out. They’re going to become my neighbor. I want them to be literate, 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 65  
creative, and productive citizens. My work is purely selfish” (quoted in Becker 225). Becker 
hopes that if more people thought about prison theatre as “selfish[ly]” as Wilcox does there 
would be a more personal incentive for people to participate in this type of work: 
 
Perhaps the most elusive result of [Wilcox’s] work within prison is the overall 
impression left on people who see Prison Performing Arts’ productions, but who live on 
the outside. […]. When audiences are invited to see prison from the inside – and from 
the perspective of Agnes Wilcox – I have little doubt they are more likely to allow their 
outside views to be challenged, if not transformed. (236) 
 
My study may offer some insight to the hope that Becker expresses and Wilcox expects. 
Other practitioners too express hope for the capacity of audiences to learn from and revaluate 
their attitudes and beliefs in response to witnessing prison theatre performances. Anecdotally, 
practitioners often claim that audiences of prison theatre experience something unique to the 
prison theatre. Wilcox has commented on audience members identifying changes in perspective: 
“[t]he Visiting Room audience members, who are from ‘the streets’ often comment on their 
changed perception of ‘inmate’, coming to the understanding that ‘they’ are people like ‘us’” 
(250-251). In a conversation with several prison theatre practitioners, Shailor elicited several 
responses from practitioners that suggest it is not merely prisoners and the prison institution that 
benefits from prison theatre, but that the audience takes something away as well. During this 
conversation, Shailor specifically asked practitioners to comment on the nature of public 
performances and how such performances impacted broader community understanding of 
prison, prisoners and the criminal justice system. He received this response from Julia Taylor: 
 
The performance often has a profound impact on these guests many who are entering a 
prison for the first time. In my experience, though most of my friends who came inside 
had fairly progressive views about the criminal justice system before the performance, I 
think seeing the plays and hearing the stories from the women made it all real for them: 
suddenly they too could say that people inside prison really are human beings who have 
stories to tell. Having them attend performances has allowed us new ways to talk about 
the criminal justice system. (Shailor, “A conversation” 279) 
 
Taylor, like many prison theatre practitioners, claims that audiences of prison theatre 
come to realise the humanity to be found in prison. She also suggests that audiences assist in 
changing social discourses about “the criminal justice system.” Clark, in particular, offers 
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insights in this vein from an Australian perspective. She too points out that inevitably there are 
ideas about prisoners that audiences will take into the theatrical experience with them: “[t]here 
are beliefs and expectations that go with the label prisoner – crim, junkie, murderer – that 
separate these people from being woman, lover, mother, sister [sic] that keep us from seeing the 
person and keep us comfortable with the fact of prisons” (102). Clark goes on to acknowledge 
that such beliefs are incongruent with the experience of genuine artistic sharing: “[w]orking 
creatively means an equal meeting place. It means really ‘seeing’ and really ‘hearing’ someone. 
[...] [U]nfortunately it does not and is less likely to happen in situations where there is a strong 
imbalance of power. You have to really ‘see’ someone to catch the source of their creative spark 
– to feed it, to nurture it” (103). As will be further demonstrated below, some theatre talk 
participants were able to acknowledge how the prison theatre experience required them to 
confront the tensions and inconsistencies between their beliefs about prisoners before (and 
perhaps after) the performance and the connectedness that was generated between audience and 
performers during the performance. Audiences themselves feel the potential for humanising 
prisoners in the social consciousness and some audience members feel this could lead to social 
change on a broader scale. They could recognise that there is educational value in members of 
the public participating in prison theatre.  
 
Educational Value 
As a general discourse that ran throughout the Theatre Talks, audiences appreciated 
participating in prison theatre because it presented an opportunity for learning. While much of 
this discussion focused on the educative nature of the experience for inmates, audience 
members also reflected that they themselves were educated through their attendance and 
participation. Indeed, theatre talk participants identified that their involvement in a prison 
theatre performance was a contribution to effecting a change in social discourse about prison 
and prisoners. They recognised prison theatre as an edifying experience for themselves and the 
public at large. One aspect that most audiences identified as educational in value was exposure 
to a new environment: the prison. One commented: “education, in the fact that we really had no 
idea what a prison was like” (“Theatre Talk One”). 
Interestingly, for most people, learning about the prison context seemed to generate a 
positive reaction. Many people commented on pleasing aspects of the environment such as the 
cleanly state of the grounds, the bright flower gardens and air-conditioned performance space. 
 
I had assumptions about what being in a prison would be like, and I thought it would be 
less…just that they had all the gardens and the flowers and that kind of thing, and even 
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to the fact that they could have the longer hair, because all of my assumptions about 
prison comes from American TV shows. (“Theatre Talk One”) 
 
It was a lot nicer than I thought it would be, the whole environment was and the staff and 
the prisoners themselves… (“Theatre Talk One”)16  
 
Such reactions from audience members indicate that to a certain extent, the mythology that 
popular culture has developed around prisons is not necessarily reflected in reality. While most 
audience members found the pleasant infrastructure fairly encouraging, others found it 
somewhat unsatisfactory: 
 
I was really disappointed at how un-scary it was. I was like ‘I’m going to prison. It’s 
going to be really cool. There is going to be bars and cells and all this other groovy 
crap’ but I felt like I was going through an airport. I wasn’t intimidated. I didn’t feel like 
I was in any other unusual space to where I would be normally so I didn’t really get the 
whole enclosed prison feel. I thought it just felt like you were in a multipurpose room at 
a school. It looked like a school. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
Although this response differs in tone to the comments above, it is still indicative of a breaking 
down of the aesthetic distance that popular culture reinforces between public and penitentiary 
spaces. The destruction of such aesthetic distance enables audiences to empathise with the 
prisoner experience more authentically than what representations on TV would allow. The 
familiarity of the surroundings, for some audience members, reinforced how prisons are a social 
institution – part of society, not necessarily separated from it. In contrast however, many of the 
same audience members also identified features within the prison environment that reinforced its 
isolation from the broader community. Either way, audiences were aware of the environment as 
being dissimilar, incongruous or unexpectedly different to their assumptions. Being able to 
recognise that prisons, while separate, are socially created institutions, much like familiar 
institutions such as schools, was a key feature in audiences being able to connect and empathise 
with the prisoner experience. 
In experiencing the common processes necessitated by the prison environment, audiences 
could further appreciate how that environment itself may be non-conducive to human 
                                                          
16 It is perhaps relevant to note here that the prison facility itself was still relatively newly built – having been opened for only a 
year or so prior to the performance. It may also be worth noting that audience members were not privy to seeing the units where 
inmates live. Viewing of such places may have altered their perceptions about the space, and perhaps even confirmed some 
previously held views about what prison environments look like. 
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expression: 
 
The idea of going into the prison and going through all the logistics of rigmaroles. It 
reminded you of the basic barriers even though it’s a very obvious thing and just every 
procedure you had to go through reinforced the distance between the performers and the 
audience. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
The “obvious thing” this audience member is referring to is perhaps the inherent (perceived) 
necessity in keeping convicted criminals isolated from the community in the first place. This 
audience member is identifying empathy towards the prison experience. Consequently, they are 
not only reflecting on learning about a new environment, but also upon understanding what that 
environment may feel like for the people who live there. Despite the institutional nature of the 
environment being somewhat familiar in the sense that it reminded people of other institutional 
environments, the experiential effects of living in that institution, the limiting nature of the 
enclosed environs, was a part of the experience that struck audiences as being poignant. 
Many other audience members commented on how, after entering the prison, they had a 
new sense of appreciation for the inmate experience:  
 
The whole getting in and out of the prison. It put me in a certain frame of mind thinking 
that; ok, if this is hard for us think of what it’s like for them – this whole bureaucratic 
struggle. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
You know the whole bureaucracy to get in there. It just reminded you of this big block 
that institutions are and what the inmates would have to deal with all the time. (“Theatre 
Talk Two”) 
 
The empathetic reactions that theatre talk participants describe, exemplify how audience 
members were challenged to think about how prisoners function in this environment on a day to 
day basis. No one specifically referred to the prison as an oppressive environment but they could 
recognise and understand why it might be viewed that way by those who have to live there. 
Being able to empathise and connect with the prisoner experience in this way clearly challenged 
some people’s views and commonly held assumptions and beliefs about whom prisoners are and 
how they – society or the public – should feel and respond towards them was subsequently 
complicated: 
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That was the most confronting thing for me is trying to reconcile the idea of ‘he was an 
actor and blah-blah-blah and he was a prisoner and how I’m supposed to feel about you 
because before I went in you had done something wrong and I didn’t like that you had 
done that. Then I saw you do this you were fine and you were friendly and you were a 
normal person’. So that weirded me out. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
This participant is clearly unsettled by their emotional, perhaps unwanted, response to the 
individuals who put on the play which suggests a destabilising of their values and beliefs around 
the ‘type’ of people who are sent to prison. 
Arguably, prison theatre practitioners would see this audience member’s response as 
one of the ideal outcomes of prison theatre projects when public audiences are invited to attend. 
Certainly in this instance, the audience member was challenged to sit with the discomfort of 
clashing values and beliefs. Practitioners may hope that audience members, when faced with 
such discomfort, are inspired to explore and interrogate their pre-held beliefs more thoroughly. 
Roger Bechtel offers some suggestions of the empathetic value of witnessing 
performance on audience members: 
 
The idea of an audience vicariously sharing the experience of performers is at least as old 
as Aristotle, but it is only recently, with advances in cognitive science, that we have 
gained insight into how such vicarious experience, or empathy, works. Bodies, as many 
have speculated over time, do, in fact, communicate with other bodies on a pre-cognitive 
level, and it is in this direct connection among bodies that empathic experience 
originates. (78) 
 
Bechtel’s comment is significant because it highlights an aspect of performance that is unlike 
other art forms: the connection that audience and performers have is not only cerebral, it is 
physical. There is, quite literally, a close physical relationship being developed between all 
bodies within the space. 
Experiencing this tangible, physicalised, empathy for an existence in prison arguably 
actively challenges a specific audience member’s basic assumptions about prisoners and prisons, 
but this could also have wider ripple effects in the community at large, potentially influencing 
the tenor of public discourse and debate. Several prison theatre practitioners would argue that 
common social assumptions about prisoners being challenged are a significant value in their 
work and are a core outcome for prison theatre performance. Tiffany Ana Lopez states that “such 
theatre provides a context that invites empathy and understanding and, in turn, fosters the kind of 
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critical witnessing that might ultimately lead to the actual change of social conditions” (38). 
Idealistic as this may be, the commentary from theatre talk participants could be used to justify 
certain pedagogies that prison theatre practitioners use as part of their practice. Pensalfini 
concurs: 
 
In performance, prisoners are seen in a different social role than that of ‘prisoner’, and 
in these roles they often surprise audience members, who receive a challenge to their 
notions of who or what prisoner is. […] This encounter between prisoners and the 
general public promotes empathy towards prisoners, and may serve to stimulate 
discussion about the role of corrections. (“Prison Shakespeare” 160) 
 
In any case, theatre talk participants acknowledged explicitly that the prison performance was 
not only edifying for them in testing the limitations of their own beliefs and their capacity for 
developing connectedness with the prisoners; further to this, they recognised an opportunity for 
them to educate others through sharing their testimony of the prison theatre experience. 
 
Social Responsibility 
By identifying that they could educate the public about prison environments through 
their own experience of prison, audiences were implicitly encouraged to think critically about 
the function of prisons and how society determines who goes there. One audience member 
stated that the performance was “very valuable for us to learn about communities that are in the 
prison to re-think about how we treat people in society that leads to people ending up in prison” 
(“Theatre Talk Two”). Such comments then led audience members to consider whether prison 
theatre could be used as an educational tool for better public engagement with prison 
populations: 
 
I think it would be incredibly valuable if there were other audiences, if you get the 
logistics sorted out, even year 12 school groups just to get them in with a little bit lesser 
idea of what prisoners are like to be able to see them in that setting. [...] Seeing 
something like this really reinforces it to us, and we already have that sense, so if it 
could go out to the general populace that there is so much talent in these prisons there’s 
probably more likely a chance of employing artists and bringing art people into the 
prison system. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
This audience member’s comment reflects the ideas that many prison theatre practitioners have 
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been saying for decades – that the value in bringing audiences from the general public has a 
twofold benefit; that the interaction and increased level of discourse between the public and 
prison through artistic practice and performance both enhances discussion about the value of 
these programs whilst also enabling further financial and institutional support for such programs 
to flourish. 
Heritage has observed that the performance aspect of a prison theatre project is more 
than affirming the work that has already been achieved in rehearsals. He sees one of its vital 
functions as an advocate for the work (“Theatre, Prisons and Citizenship” 37). Audiences have 
an important part to play in this respect. Audiences are the ones that go back into their 
communities and testify to what effect a particular work has had on them – not only from the 
point of view of what may have been meaningful for the prisoners, but also for what was 
meaningful for themselves. The potential ripple effects of this can bring new audiences, new 
awareness and new funding opportunities to these projects. This can be evidenced by the 
increasing audience numbers in subsequent iterations of the same project, certainly as evidenced 
by QSE Shakespeare Prison Project with audience numbers in following years continuing to 
increase (Kat Dekker, personal communication, 2016). 
There was a general consensus amongst theatre talk participants that their experience of 
inmates through the theatre performance was vastly different to the way inmates are portrayed in 
the media: “the media always portrays them as people not like us when they are exactly like us. 
Yes they’ve done something in whatever circumstances, you can never know, but they are 
people” (“Theatre Talk Two”). So, perhaps the most valuable audience insight that was gained 
out of this experience was an identification of common humanity between the prisoners and the 
public. Furthermore, audiences identified this as an educational outcome for public audiences 
that could and to some extent should be shared across the broader community. Audiences can 
appreciate that one of the benefits of participating in prison theatre is increased critical 
emotional literacy. Michalinos Zembylas states that: “[c]ritical emotional literacy is the ability 
to question cherished beliefs and presuppositions, thus emphasising different perspectives that 
present us with the possibility of thinking otherwise” (218). Audiences themselves may not be 
aware that they are developing their emotional literacy skills by participating in prison theatre, 
but that is exactly what is occurring. “Critical emotional literacy also entails creating spaces for 
epistemological and emotional problematisations of individual and collective emotions, 
collective historical memories, and ones sense of self, and encourages an atmosphere of critical 
respect for difference” (Zembylas 219). Prison theatre may offer prisoners this space to develop 
their emotional literacy skills, but it also offers a space for audience members to develop these 
skills too. As I’ve noted above, audience members may be asked to “reconcile” (“Theatre Talk 
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Four”) their own assumptions about incarceration and reflect on them and thereby develop a 
stronger sense of goodwill towards prisoners. 
The tension that some audience members feel at the idea of feeling positively towards 
prisoners is not unique to this particular project. In discussing the Living with Life project, Terry 
Sepinuck quoted an audience member, Kate, who initially, as a victim of crime, was wary about 
attending a performance by prisoners: “I did not want to see Living with Life – did not want to 
feel compassion for killers, did not want to care. But just maybe – I’d find some answers. I 
believe I did. For me, as a victim of a violent crime, it was strangely liberating” (quoted in 
Sepinuck 165). Sepinuck took statements such as Kate’s as evidence that a public performance 
of prison theatre causes audiences to see humanity in a group of people who “may have at first 
seemed ‘other’ and possibly even scary’” (165). He goes on to comment that after public 
performances, audiences asked how they could become advocates for change in the criminal 
justice system. He states that audiences spoke about the need for shows to be seen around the 
world and audience members wanting to spread the word (177). This, perhaps to a less dramatic 
extent, also occurred in the Theatre Talks, where audiences brainstormed ideas for potential 
developments for the Shakespeare Prison Project to broaden its reach to other vulnerable 
communities and audience groups: 
 
What they need as well is for people once they’ve done this program to go out and be the 
spokesperson for people in schools and say stuff like don’t be stupid don’t end up here 
and then realise that this is here to do it, because it’s far too late then. (“Theatre Talk 
Two”) 
 
They really need to get some performances where it’s not all people who are already 
involved because I think it really does educate people. (“Theatre Talk Three”)  
 
It’d be interesting to see what would happen if they did something with a more obscure 
playwright or more modern playwright. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
Like Sepinuck, I have a healthy level of scepticism that audiences will actually act on 
these impulses to ‘spread the word’. As he notes, “[f]or all that enthusiasm and good will, I don’t 
know if any of us has been able to effect any real change. I know that many people said that their 
lives were forever transformed by seeing Living with Life. But I think if you asked them what 
that actually means, they probably couldn’t tell you” (178). Some of the theatre talk participants 
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had enough self-awareness to recognise that they were unlikely to use this particular experience 
as a reason to advocate for prison reform: 
 
I might watch the documentary. I don’t know if I’d buy it. I’d watch it. I would be 
interested to find out holistically how that sort of thing works but it wouldn’t be high up 
in my list of priorities. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
I’d be interested to hear about developments if they change the program or further 
develop the program. I’d probably keep up to date with it. I probably wouldn’t get 
involved with doing anything with it myself just because Shakespeare is not my area of 
interest. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
Others, however, whether from previously stated commitments to change or from the prison 
experience in itself, were optimistic about the potential for societal change because of their 
testimony about the prison theatre performance: 
 
The group that came, that would be a great starting point, you start like an email. 
Because if people know that a performance is coming up in three months’ time or 
whatever, and they tell other people to come I think it’s something that could really be 
built on so that you have regular performances so you build up an audience that is 
empathetic and interested and that would also be a way of building the program 
especially if you factor in donations. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
I didn’t really have any idea about these kind of programs that did run, and I think now 
I’d be quite interested to learn and even to learn that it’s not just Shakespeare and even 
to a certain extent that it’s just not theatre programs but there’s probably a lot out there 
that really do embody some of the similar aspects of bringing people from the outside in 
and giving the inmates a chance to kind of interact with people that they don’t often 
interact with. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
Each of these participants is indicating a desire to stay connected to the prison community 
through other opportunities to engage. I note that QSE, perhaps in response to audiences wanting 
to stay connected, has a dedicated Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/Shakespeare-
Prison-Project-  601229099946152/) for the Shakespeare Prison Project which provides a forum 
for interested persons to continue their engagement with the company and project beyond 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 74  
attending individual performances. 
Some theatre talk participants were clearly optimistic about how being a part of a 
community in support of prison theatre, or prison arts more broadly, could be enjoyable for them 
as individuals as well as beneficial for prisoners. While these responses are encouraging it 
remains to be seen if theatre talk participants did continue to engage with prison arts following 
their initial prison theatre experience. Anecdotally, a friend of mine who came to see the 
performance continues to repeatedly tell me that attending the performance of The Comedy of 
Errors in prison remains one of the highlights of her theatre-going history and that she talks 
about this experience to others frequently. Certainly this indicates that the experience was 
poignant and meaningful for her; no doubt she would encourage other members of the public to 
engage in prison theatre themselves but as to whether or not her testimony has affected any 
broader attitudinal change amongst her community that is something much harder to measure 
and quantify. Indeed, despite her enthusiasm, this person has not, to my knowledge, ever 
attended another prison performance since. Though I also acknowledge that repeat attendance at 
prison theatre events is not in and of itself a reliable measure of a continued engagement with 
prison theatre, its aims and ideals. 
Although I remain sceptical about the lasting impact that attending a prison theatre 
performance may have on individuals (any more than attending other examples of theatre will), 
theatre talk participants did comment that the experience challenged their attitudes and beliefs 
in certain ways. They also embraced this experience specifically as an opportunity to have such 
attitudes and beliefs challenged. Audiences saw the prison theatre event as a learning 
opportunity, one that members of the broader community could benefit from. They speculated 
about educational value for year 12 students, victims of crime, policy makers and critics of 
public funding for prison services. My mother-in-law, who didn’t participate in the theatre talks 
for this study, wants her 18 year old son to attend a prison performance because she thinks it 
would be a “valuable educational experience for a young person” (personal communication, 
2017). 
Whilst audiences felt that broadening public exposure to these programs would be, 
ultimately, a good outcome, there was also a collective awareness that the more publicity the 
program gained the more risk there would be associated with it. In Theatre Talk Two there was 
discussion about a journalist from Triple J’s HACK program being invited to attend the show 
but that their clearance was denied by Queensland Corrective Services (see Theatre Talk Two 
transcript). Audience members initially felt that this was disappointing because it may have been 
a good opportunity for the media to discuss a good news prison story. However, there was also 
acknowledgement that allowing a journalist access to the prison may also have incurred serious 
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risks to the program and its continuation: 
 
To be honest, with the political climate, that could be a fast way to get the program shut 
down. I might just be pessimistic or there could be a reaction that says we need to be 
harder on criminals. So it could go either way and if it went seriously the wrong way that 
could be the end of it. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
Interestingly, media involvement with the Shakespeare Prison Project has increased 
further since the 2013 season. Certainly the project’s presence on social media has increased 
allowing people with an interest in the project and prison theatre more generally to connect and 
share in other good news stories. The QSE website has a page devoted to press links about the 
project (http://www.qldshakespeare.org/prison_project_press.html). Notably, however, the 
collection of media about the project is curated by QSE and may function as an advertising tool 
for the company and the project. It is unlikely that QSE would broadcast media attention that 
discussed their project, or prison theatre broadly, in a negative light. Indeed there is the potential 
here for further analysis into how the community at large responds to news articles that highlight 
prison theatre work. 
Whilst acknowledging that more media attention of the prison project may be risky, 
audience members were still inspired about how the broader community could be educated too 
and the potential to grow the audience base for the benefit of more members of the public 
learning about prison and prisoners. However, audiences could appreciate to a certain extent why 
the prison administrators may have been reluctant to open the performance up to too large a 
public audience. Queensland Corrective Services ultimately has a responsibility to ensure the 
safety and security of both the public and the prisoners themselves. This led people to really 
evaluate their own sense of social responsibility in bearing witness and being able to speak about 
their own experience in the prison environment to their own social networks. Recognition of the 
fragility of the project in terms of how media attention could have, in equal measure, both 
positive and negative effects on it, appears to have further reinforced to audience members their 
role in espousing the value they saw in the project to others: 
 
I think there is some kind of responsibility to have some kind of knowledge of how 
prison works, [...]. Sometimes they kind of need to ‘spread the word’ so to speak because 
I think it is silenced a lot. [...] I think it is really valuable to remember that these are 
people that you can’t completely ignore or pretend that they aren’t there. It is valuable I 
think to see them. (“Theatre Talk Two”) 
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As the above comment indicates, audiences themselves identified witnessing as a socially 
responsible act – not merely of benefit to the inmate performers alone, but important to being a 
responsible and knowledgeable citizen. Other audience members concurred that it is important 
to maintain some sort of connection between prisons and broader society: “I think when people 
from the outside come in, I think it’s really important to stay connected in some sort of world 
because the prison is so remote” (“Theatre Talk Two”). That audiences recognise a need for 
connection as well as reflect up their experience of that connection is strong evidence to suggest 
that prison theatre performance has the power to develop connectedness, empathy and goodwill 
between prisons and broader society. 
Further longitudinal studies into community attitudes and beliefs about prisoners and 
how they function as part of society may be beneficial at this point in order to better gauge how 
audiences might define civic responsibility, but such research was not in the scope of this study. 
Besides, prompting engagement in prison theatre as a civic duty may be counter-productive. As 
soon as there is an implied social obligation, the capacity for a genuine and authentic response 
may be diminished. For theatre talk participants, even though some may have gone into the 
performance with this implicit view, the unexpected nature of their genuine enjoyment of the 
performance was ultimately what made the experience memorable and further encouraged them 
to express their sense of goodwill toward the Shakespeare Prison Project community beyond the 
experience itself. 
 
Unanticipated enjoyment 
When developing the questions for the theatre talk discussions it was decided early on 
that it was necessary to ask audiences if they enjoyed the performance to prompt them to 
specifically articulate why they enjoyed it (if they did). These questions did not merely offer an 
opportunity to stimulate topics of discourse but also provided a space to gain some insight into 
what aspects of the theatrical event were really valued by individual audience members. This is 
the type of information that any theatre company looking to boost their subscriber numbers 
would want to know. Indeed Theatre Talks are sometimes used as a market research tool by arts 
organisations for this very reason,17 but from the perspective of the researcher it is worthy to 
consider what factors contributed to the enjoyment of a theatrical event within the prison 
environment and to evaluate how much this context influenced their level of enjoyment of the 
performance. For several audience members something that they particularly enjoyed about the 
                                                          
17 See, for example, Rebecca Scollen’s “Talking Theatre is more than a Test Drive: Two audience Development Methodologies under 
Review”. 
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experience was the actors’ proficiency: “I went in with the expectation this would be at the level 
of a high school production but I was singularly impressed by the performance and the acting 
ability” (“Theatre Talk Three”). The concept of being impressed by the acting ability of the 
inmate performers is perhaps a good reflection on how well they were trained leading up to the 
performance but other audiences commented that it wasn’t simply their ability in performing but 
their skill at understanding and exploring the text that was enjoyable: 
 
I loved the way that the actors improvised around the script when they didn’t quite 
remember the lines. (“Theatre Talk Four”) 
 
I enjoyed it because, primarily because it was very understandable and I think that that 
probably comes down to how they worked with the text but also to see that the guys who 
aren’t [familiar] with Shakespeare could understand what they were saying. (“Theatre 
Talk One”) 
 
All the text, struggling to understand the words properly, it could have been very stilted 
but in fact [...] they really got into the parts most of them and that made it a really 
enjoyable performance. (“Theatre Talk One”) 
 
Comments such as these indicate that audience enjoyment manifested not merely from being 
impressed with the inmate performers getting up and doing it but the fact that they did it well. 
They grappled with the text, were conscious of inhabiting characters and showed enthusiasm. In 
this sense the fact that the performers were inmates could be seen as totally irrelevant as an 
acting performance that displays such qualities in any context is likely to elicit pleasure but the 
added layer here is the awareness audiences had of an assumption that the performance would 
not be of any great quality. Whether individual audience members recognised this as an 
assumption based on the performers being inmates or being amateurs is left up to debate but 
there was certainly awareness amongst all the theatre talk groups that the performance was 
“better than expected”. Recognising that the actors had worked hard, been committed and 
performed well, endeared audience members to show them more goodwill. 
Aside from the talent that was on display, many audience members commented on the 
beauty and creative functionality of the set and the original music. Ultimately, the overall 
performance exceeding prior expectations was what most audience members credited as being 
what made the performance most enjoyable. That said there were other aspects of the theatrical 
event as a whole that audience members really appreciated, particularly the opportunity that was 
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given to talk to the performers after the show. 
The post-show mingling between cast, crew and audience is a crucial aspect of QSE’s 
Shakespeare Prison Project, and is not necessarily a common feature across the majority of 
prison theatre projects. Pensalfini has discussed at length the integral nature of facilitating 
conversation between prisoners and public as being ideally conditioned by their joint 
participation in the performance itself: “[h]ad we simply brought the two groups together, a 
group of prisoners and a group of interested guests, the conversation would have been stilted, 
awkward and not likely to have invoked the kind of connection that is possible after a 
performance” (Prison Shakespeare 159). Such connection is stimulated, according to 
Pensalfini, through “the mood created by a theatrical performance in which all the performers 
are clearly having fun, and is a natural response to the bravery, effort, skill and vulnerability 
demonstrated by the performers during the show” (159). Specifically, audiences made the 
following comments about what they “enjoyed” about the post-show discussion: 
 
That’s good, I very much appreciated being able to interact. Being able to have a chat. 
(“Theatre Talk Two”) 
 
I thought the crew interacting near the end was fabulous. Again they’re obviously 
pumped but it was lovely to be able to talk with them directly. (“Theatre Talk Three”) 
 
These audience comments reinforce what has been argued throughout this chapter; that 
connection and empathy were equally valuable to audience members as those individuals hoped 
that they were to the prisoner performers. As I’ve mentioned in the previous chapter, it was 
important to audience members to communicate their genuine experience of the production with 
the prisoner performers. The post-show discussion allowed audience members to express their 
gratitude and goodwill for the actors in a direct and targeted way. The gathering after the 
performance also functioned as an opportunity to further normalise this event as a theatrical 
event: post-show gatherings are commonplace following opening and closing night 
performances. Audience members being able to congratulate individual performers for their 
particular contribution presented another opportunity for those audience members to further 
develop their connections and links to particular inmates and to actively continue to breakdown 
the conditioned social separation between prisoners and the public at large. 
The experience of participating in a prison theatre event was generally considered by 
audience members as a rewarding one. Some of those rewards were expected or not surprising; 
many went into the performance hoping that they would at least learn something. Indeed many 
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theatre talk participants spoke about, through this experience, learning about the prison 
environment and their increased capacity to empathise with prisoners. Audiences recognised 
pleasure in being able to congratulate themselves for having engaged with a part of society that 
is frequently sidelined or forgotten; they could leave the prison feeling like they had performed a 
public good or a civic duty in attending a prison performance. Prison theatre practitioners, as 
noted above, have acknowledged these features of audience involvement as being broadly 
beneficial to their individual projects and, for some, their personal motivations in producing 
prison theatre. But it was the unanticipated sense of connection, empathy, and goodwill 
expressed through genuine enjoyment of the performance that left a lasting impression upon 
theatre talk participants. Unexpectedly, audience members found the performance fun, 
interesting and moving; they felt positively towards actors who they only knew as prisoners, 
they recognised talent, self-discovery and effective story-telling where they did not expect to 
and they left the theatrical event profoundly aware that the performance they had just 
participated in held a deep significance in the lives of the performers. As I’ve argued throughout 
this chapter, there is limited evidence to suggest that sustained engagement has or indeed can 
lead to more positive social discourse about prisons and prisoners. Measuring whether or not 
participation in prison theatre is something that can have a sustained impact on audience 
members would be another study entirely. Further research into audience responses to prison 
theatre could help to clarify if the euphoric emotive responses to a performance do indeed last, 
affect long-term attitudinal change, and encourage a different mindset about prison populations. 
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Conclusion: The nature of engagement of prison theatre audiences 
 
As I noted in the introduction, practitioners have different views about the nature of 
audience engagement within prison theatre. Perhaps in direct relation to the diversity of views 
held by practitioners who are frequently the authors of critical discourse about prison theatre, 
there has been little research focusing primarily on audience contributions within prison theatre 
to date. This project has sought to redress this absence across the literature but it is only a 
starting point. Audience contributions to prison theatre should be examined and reflected on 
through further research projects to broaden and deepen the quality of scholarship within this 
field. 
So, what do live audiences offer or contribute to prison theatre? My central argument 
throughout this dissertation has been that audiences provide a unique contribution to prison 
theatre that further facilitates the bridging effect that many programs aspire to achieve. That is, 
the very nature of having audiences participate in a performance component of a prison theatre 
project stimulates a positive connection between prisons and broader communities. In reflecting 
on the experience, audiences take on a responsibility to these projects; they believe that there is 
mutual benefit to themselves and the performers in their participation, believing that, together, 
with the prisoner performers, they can generate a space that fosters genuine empathy, 
connectedness and goodwill. 
In the first chapter I outlined a framework for how audience contribution can be 
analysed. I reviewed major movements in audience reception studies, looking at their 
foundations in reader response theory. Importantly, audience research acknowledges that some 
forms of meaning that are found within texts are conditioned by the specific event of 
experiencing the text in some way, within a particular context. It is therefore valuable to survey 
audiences to better understand what specific conditions they are at least conscious of as having 
influenced a particular reading or reception of a text. Sauter’s Theatre Talks provided a suitably 
structured environment from which to gather audience responses about their prison theatre 
experience. 
As was articulated throughout the second chapter, audiences seemed to assume that ‘an 
audience’ was a crucial part of any theatrical event and therefore many saw that their 
participation was an act of service to the community and to the prison. The idea that theatre 
performance is two- way communication – not merely the actors communicating to the 
audience – was for some participants a fundamental truth that this experience provided 
opportunity to acknowledge and express. For others, it was a profound discovery. Audiences 
recognised that they were the link between the prison world and the outside community. 
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Specifically, they understood that they had something to offer the prisoner performers because 
they were not previously connected to individual performers in contrast to prisoners’ families 
and friends. They felt that through their witnessing, they added legitimacy to the success of the 
project as a theatrical event.  
Chapter three identified that audiences derived self-interested benefits through their 
participation in the performance event. Not least of which was the enjoyment experienced at 
recognising the potential impact of their participation on the individual prisoner performers. 
Audiences could better access empathy for what it might be like to live in prison. These 
audiences have the capacity to share those empathetic experiences with their own communities. 
It is likely that such empathy also played a part in how audiences commented about the success 
of individual performers too. Recognising the genuine talent and effort some of the performers 
put forward on stage encouraged audiences to see the performers for their potential, rather than 
their criminal history. Audiences left the performance with a more nuanced appreciation for the 
capacity of the public, themselves, to humanise prison populations in the social consciousness. 
They left the prison now thinking about prisoners in the light of hope and empathy and were 
surprised to have enjoyed the experience as much as they did. 
I have made comment throughout this dissertation about possibilities for further research 
or alternative methods of analysis for studying audiences in prison theatre, and it is clear that 
there are many more questions about prison theatre that could be explored and responded to 
through audience reception analysis. The prison theatre context may offer insights into audience 
development and performance experience that can be utilised across other performance contexts. 
For instance, does participation in or awareness of prison theatre influence theatre-going 
behaviours of correctional staff, friends and families of prisoner performers and or the prisoners 
themselves (presuming that most will at some time or another be released)? How can theatrical 
performance in prison venues be used to exemplify the integrity of space, place and environment 
to meaning making on the stage? Can individual prison theatre projects, specifically those using 
Shakespeare, be modified to suit other oppressive institutional contexts including immigrant 
detention centres, mental health wards, and drug and alcohol rehabilitation facilities?18 These are 
all questions that I have pondered over during the course of this research project. 
I acknowledged in chapter one that looking at one particular audience group’s response 
to one particular prison performance cannot hope to canvas all possibilities of how audiences 
                                                          
18 Kevin G Coleman of Shakespeare and Company in the USA has been directing the theatre program Riggs Theatre 37 at the 
Austen Riggs Center (psychiatric hospital) for many years. See the Center’s website for more details:  
http://www.austenriggs.org/activities-program 
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can contribute to prison theatre more broadly. Indeed the field would benefit from more case 
studies similarly focused on audience contributions to particular prison theatre projects in order 
that the literature could more accurately represent the many types of audience engagement with 
prison theatre projects across the world. A growing body of such case studies could provide 
more comprehensive understandings of the capacity for audience contribution in prison theatre, 
and perhaps in other institutionalised community arts programs. By their very nature, prison 
theatre projects are each distinct and dependent on not only individual aims and goals but also 
on specific jurisdictions and the socio-political contexts in which they occur. While in this 
study I focused on the responses of a public audience, it may also have been fruitful to look at 
the responses of invited guests including the performers’ family and friends who attended. 
Undoubtedly, some responses would be similar, including empathy for the prison experience, 
pleasure, and pride in seeing the virtuosity displayed by the performers. I would speculate, 
however, that friends and family members of prisoner performers would also have other 
responses that may in fact be more meaningful to them; they may comment on their initial 
thoughts and feelings about their loved one engaging in a project like this, and they may reflect 
on their own lived experience of individual performers. They may identify specific aspects of 
the performance that made it particularly valuable for them: a chance to see their loved one 
laugh, complete a challenging task, and develop confidence in articulating their thoughts and 
feelings. Such audiences may be able to provide further insight into behavioural changes in 
their loved ones both during the project and following it. To that end, such audiences who have 
had long-term engagements with individual projects, including the Shakespeare Prison Project, 
may also be able to comment on the evolution of that project. They could reflect on how the 
project has changed over the years and the broader, long- term impact it may have on the prison 
community, including prisoners, prison staff and corrections policy makers. 
I concluded the first chapter by noting that some audience members expressed a desire to 
engage further with both the subject of prison theatre and the development of the Shakespeare 
Prison Project. Five years on, it is now conceivable to conduct such a study that would re-
engage with those original theatre talk participants from 2013. This would be a valuable method 
of gauging the sustainability of public interest in individual prison theatre projects and would 
provide insight into how the prison theatre experience has continued to shape individual 
participant’s lives, or not, as the case may be. 
Audiences who participated in this study acknowledged that prison and prisoners were 
no longer a part of the community that they could wholly ignore. They acknowledged that there 
is a broader social conversation to be had about the point of criminal incarceration, what it is 
supposed to achieve and how prison environments condition the people who live there. 
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Audience involvement in prison theatre performances encourages people to think critically about 
their community’s criminal justice system and the systems and structures that are currently in 
place that are apparently designed to both protect the public and prepare individuals for re-
integration into that community. 
Conversely, this research could be reviewed alongside other prison projects, specifically 
rehabilitation projects that connect prisoners with the community at large, not just their loved 
ones or the victims of their crimes. Rehabilitation programs have notoriously low success rates. 
It is the responsibility of governments to deeply consider why this is the case and to identify 
innovations for the future. This project has identified that one of the most beneficial aspects of 
prison theatre performance, as articulated by prisoners, practitioners and audiences, is the 
bridging relationship it can foster between prison and the outside world. Does this suggest that 
more opportunities to engage with broader society would actually be beneficial for rehabilitative 
outcomes? Or perhaps it further illuminates why theatrical practice and performance remains an 
important and powerful site for the communication of ideas and the inherent value in shared 
creative expression. This study augments and develops our understanding of audiences in 
performance and recognises that there is much to be learned from reflecting upon the encounter 
between audience and performer. When this encounter occurs behind the razor-wire it can 
ultimately reveal and celebrate our shared humanity. 
This dissertation has elicited insights into how individual members of the public 
respond to prison theatre performance. While I have specifically sought to outline what 
audiences say they experience within their contribution to prison theatre, there are many ways 
that this research could be of benefit to the field and to practitioners in particular. Information 
about audience values, expectations, opinions about quality of performance and feedback about 
performance venues and conditions can all explicitly inform how future prison projects are 
designed and implemented. Practitioners can use this research to explain the potential outcomes 
that could be achieved through prison performance and to highlight particular logistical issues 
to correctional facility staff and administrators. Curious individuals who ask “why 
Shakespeare?” or for that matter, “why theatre?” can gain insights into the value in exploring 
canonical texts and embodied artistic practice. My ultimate hope with this project however, is 
that it raises awareness: that more people can learn and understand the demonstrative power of 
theatrical communication. 
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Appendix C – Theatre Talk Questions 
 
1. Did you enjoy the performance? In what ways did you enjoy it or what would have made it better?  
2. How is it similar or different to your assumptions? What surprised or confronted you?  
3. Were there aspects of the performance that didn’t work for you?  
4. How did you feel entering and leaving the performance space? 
5. Do you think prison theatre is worthwhile and what makes it so or not so? 
6. What do you imagine the prisoners get out of performing in front of you?  
7. Does the fact that it is Shakespeare matter? 
8. What do you think the role of the audience is in prison theatre?  
9. Is this an experience you would feel comfortable talking about in your own social networks?  
10. Are you motivated to learn more about prison theatre or become more involved?  
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Appendix D – Theatre talk transcripts 
 
Theatre Talk One 
 
Thank you for coming. First of all, I guess the most obvious question to start it off is; did you enjoy the performance, 
and in what ways did you enjoy it or what would have made it better? Anyone can jump in when they are ready. 
 
I enjoyed it! I enjoyed it because, primarily because it was very understandable and I think that that probably comes 
down to how they worked with the text but also to see that the guys who aren’t [familiar] with Shakespeare could 
understand what they were saying, that for me with Shakespeare is the one thing that could get a little.....to know what 
was going on as well. And it’s nice to see Shakespeare when you’re not working too hard. So that was good. Obviously 
watching them getting so much out of the performance makes it enjoyable. 
 
And I’ve.....all the text, struggling to understand the words properly, it could have been very stilted but in fact I think 
they sacrificed some of the text and some literary of the text because they really got into the parts most of them and that 
made it a really enjoyable performance indeed. In fact, it was a lot better than I expected it would be. 
 
GROUP LAUGHTER 
 
... When you’ve got professional actors and semi-professional actors and first timers it’s going to be an awkward task 
but they did pretty well because most of them had really got into the parts, which was good. 
 
I, as a passed facilitator, was particularly impressed with ... there is only one or two of the guys who I 
remember...especially Michaela, how much he had improved. He was only able to do scenes last time and his 
vocabulary....retention of the whole Shakespearean play is just amazing. He had his whole character down! His 
interplay between various characters, especially the two Dromio’s, I mean really, Michaela was fantastic. 
 
Who was he? 
 
One of the Antipholus. So from the few bits of words, we had trouble getting him to rehearse...he’s just glowing. And to 
be able to retain, to get the language and to act and interplay with all the various characters... it was just fabulous to 
watch. 
 
Watching people enjoying performing Shakespeare was a very enjoyable, especially, as Lauren was saying, you could 
follow what was going on. I’ve seen professional actors performing Shakespeare and they’re just standing there and I’m 
going ‘Oh My God’ [makes a board face and groaning noise – general agreement from group]...but there was never a 
point in the performance when I was watching [and] dreading..... [anyone] could follow it, and enjoy it and you could 
follow it according to the higher text as well. 
 
Oh look, I enjoyed it in two ways; firstly I’m deeply committed to QSE’s program and this is about the fourth time that 
I’ve been. I enjoyed it because this time I shared it with my husband and he’s heard about the performances before but 
never had an opportunity to go. So that’s the first thing. And because I think it has flatly blossomed as a program, and I 
think this is in some ways, from a program view point, I can see development not only of people individually within the 
program but also in the staff reactions, the number of people from outside of who have gone who are really theatrical 
people and who responded as a theatrical audience. I also enjoyed it because there were a couple of performances who 
were really very good. The last time I’d seen this [play] was within a year or so in London with the great Lenny Henry 
who played a [main] part. You know it was a really good performance really good this one for what it was, and I’m 
absolutely passionate about the performing arts and Shakespeare, particularly when it is done ... interesting ways. So I 
enjoyed it on two levels, I enjoyed it as a performance. Obviously it was uneven, but even in amateur theatre you’re 
going to get very uneven performances. So I think it stood pretty well. And yes, there were uneven performances but 
even then I think that’s great it’s a nurturing process and he [Rob] is a nurturing person. The other thing that I want to 
say, and I’m going to say it on the outset, and that is that he [Rob] is fantastic. His physical theatre is so there and so 
real and it was wonderful to hear someone acknowledge that. When he did Macbeth a few years back, to see the fight   
scenes in that – that was so much better than I’ve ever, ever seen on the real stage, because these guys really knew how 
to fight! And to do it, in a way that takes control. And that’s when I put pen to paper and supported it, because I think 
this is very professionally done; it’s properly cast. It is a hard-core program that will make a difference. And it was 
good to be able to talk today with people who I’ve seen right back in a tentative way in one of the other performances, 
to see their personal development and their commitment to do something with what they’ve experienced. 
 
Does anyone want to add to that? 
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I think that – that’s a really good point you just made, that it’s not that kind of ‘bleeding heart’, ‘we’re going in to save’, 
[mumbles of agreement from other participants] it really is that this is an educational tool, and we’re using it in an 
educational way and there is obviously rigorous research behind it as well, that impressed me because I’ve been  
involved with a lot of theatre things that are very much...there’s a two way interest in the sense that the facilitators want 
it to look good and you could tell, even from the guy that got up and introduced it [Prison Director], you could tell that 
from the prisons point of view it was a beneficial education program for the inmates. And that made it...much more 
professional. (General ‘hmms’ of agreement from other participants]. 
 
Just on that note, for the people who’ve been before, did you notice anything different about the staff? I know that there 
are different staff but.... 
 
There are different staff but yes. I mean the lady who showed us in, and was so good at facilitating getting us in....she 
was telling me that in the performance in the morning she’d been interacting with the boy who had the only female part, 
playing the female, and she was saying to him that ‘you’re the only true Shakespearean actor, because you’re the only 
who Shakespeare’s day...and you know, the comment, was lovely, but it was interesting that she knew enough about the 
Globe and enough about traditional Shakespearean theatre of the time that she was able to do that. She said that it was 
funny because ‘I love that play’ and...I couldn’t believe it, and you shouldn’t label people but, she said that there were 
times when I think I’ll be the only one who knows a funny but then people got into it. Didn’t she Greg? 
 
Yeah, Yeah. 
 
And I thought that was really fantastic because in the morning they had families so I think...and her job was not to run 
the program...so I think that shows a level of appropriateness about the staff involved. 
 
But have you not seen that before though?  
No, I’ve never seen that. 
NO, the last time I went to Borallon, I distinctly remember, particularly the staff in the visitors...where you had to sign 
in and everything, were quite, your typical, kind of gruff; ‘what’s all this’, don’t really want this stuff happening and I 
just really noticed an atmosphere of the staff getting involved and being very friendly (general agreement from other 
participants). 
 
I feel the same way, they were supportive at Borallon but they were more detached, they didn’t seem to be that 
interested in watching them perform but whereas the people who signed us in at the afternoon, one of the guards said 
that ‘I didn’t get time to watch it in the morning but I’ll make time this afternoon because I’ve heard that it was really 
good’ and the big female guard commented that she really wanted to watch it again. 
 
She was very good 
 
They seemed to be more interested in... 
 
It was such a positive environment I thought, having never been there before, they seemed very relaxed as well, they 
were really there to watch... 
 
Yeah, the guards standing at the back enjoyed the whole show I think. And I turned around a couple of times and 
they’re all laughing and smiling, you know. 
 
I’d like to take up one comment you made about it being an educational tool; I don’t actually see it as that. But to me 
it’s about dignifying human life. 
 
Yes. 
 
I don’t give a stuff whether they ever use it again, whether they do or don’t, whether they learn to read because of it, it’s 
just a way of dignifying another human being. 
 
I suppose I mean, not educational in the sense of learning Shakespeare but in terms of learning teamwork and that sort 
of cooperative 
 
Absolutely 
 
To turn their experiences into something less concrete, something in the normal world....this is all part of socialising. 
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Its acknowledging humanity...it’s certainly not about reducing recidivism; I mean that doesn’t work anyway, these are 
lifers 
 
I liked very much, kind of moving on from other comments that have been made, that it wasn’t a bleeding hearts thing 
and that it was very professional, I mean it was amateur, but it wasn’t a group of people going into the prison saying ‘oh 
well we’re going into the prison to put on a little show with the little prisoners and we’ll dress them up and we’ll let 
them do pretty paintings and then we’ll watch them’. It really seemed like, no, it was a theatre company, this is a group 
of people, they’re going to damn well learn their lines, and they are hard lines. We’re going to do a whole play, a funny   
play, a comedy play but not dummed down to huge extent, and we’re going to do it properly’; I liked the fact; a) it  
makes for a really good performance and b) I thought it was more worthwhile doing it that way.... 
 
Can I ask you a question coming out of that, I think it was very good that it was a comedy and it gave them a chance to 
have some humour, how did it go with tragedy, I mean you mentioned Macbeth, how does the tragedy go, the setting? I 
saw a documentary about Julius Caesar in a tough life prison in Rome ... and sometimes some of the fights and killing 
scenes were quite a reality for them.... 
 
Well for me, from my experience, and I’ve seen a few documentaries where they’ve done tragedies, it’s a different kind 
of resonance. 
 
Tapping into some more fundamental feelings  
Yeah 
We had one of the performers at Borallon did the ‘tomorrow and tomorrow’ speech and he was absolutely fabulous. 
Because he was Samoan he had a performance culture and he came up with different movements. He literally picked up 
the dust and when it came to ‘where fore art thou crime’ he blowed the dust away with a blowing of the breath. It really 
had an intensity to it that was totally his own. Tragedy tends to be very intense because you spend so much time inside, 
so isolated that whatever you’re doing with the text, you intensify it from your own personal experience of your 
experience inside. It was a shame he never came out because he got transferred a week before the show and it broke all 
our hearts because he did that so well and he had it down so well. 
 
I don’t remember that, and that’s why. Certainly Macbeth, the guy who played Macbeth is still in prison but in a 
different prison ... he was very good, but he is still in prison apparently, so the prisoners told me, he was very good. I 
think I’m skewed by my recent seeing of that particular play from the national theatre but they made it about what 
happens when you’re in a foreign land almost like a refugee process so I thought that probably skewed my looking at it, 
that brought out a lot of really conflicting entrenched terms. I think Rob, whose one of the most thoughtful directors 
around, I think that he brought out the experiences of the prisoners which was about being in an environment where for 
whatever reason you’re in prison, they don’t know your past or who you are or whatever, so that it alienates you from 
others, I think I got an element of that, so I don’t think any Shakespearean comedy as such is ever still, to me the line 
between tragic and comedy; the tragi-comedy and comedy and so forth is pretty blurred, so I still thought that... the 
wonderful thing about doing Shakespeare is that you take your own genuine experiences with you and you transcend 
them. I think that’s why, for me personally, it helps to contemporise Shakespeare’s work because it just helps me to see 
it in the light of my own life. 
 
How is it similar or different to your assumptions; what surprised or confronted you? I suppose this would be a slightly 
different question for the people who’ve been before, but take the question as you want it. 
 
Before we launch into the next question, with the professionalism and the level of difficulty that was involved in the 
performance, I’d be very interested to see what the prisons feel they got out of it. To me, I was taking something ... 
especially there are children and adults who don’t feel like they could do that, they don’t feel like they could read that or 
speak that or know those words, to me I’d be very interested to see what happens when you show someone that you can 
work really really hard and for a long time at something that seems pretty strange and get really practiced at it. So I’d   
be really interested to see what the prisoners learnt about that. 
 
That is a thing that you don’t get that follow through afterwards. Do the facilitators go back now and do anything after 
the performance? 
 
That’s a good question. (Others agree) 
 
What do you mean, in terms of follow up? I’ve heard from Leah’s sister that they are going back in on Monday to have 
a final debrief. Just to talk about how you’re feeling two days on or whatever it is. 
 
I think that’s such an important life skill because it would actually make you feel better about your abilities. 
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I was glad we had a brief chance to chat with them afterwards and I spoke to quite a few of them and I was talking to 
them about their reaction to it and what they are thinking and feeling about Shakespeare and do they have a better 
understanding of it. One guy, who was a bit frightened of Shakespeare, he was surprised at how he got so much out of a 
text so it was interesting talking to him about that. 
 
It doesn’t even have to have anything to do with the theatre, just to turn up.... 
 
I think it’s interesting to watch the audience afterwards to watch how they interact or don’t. For Greg and I, we go to a 
lot of open nights, to a lot of parties afterwards....we’re used to talking to the actors, so we’re just used to doing that, I 
mean, that’s what we would do, and we loved having that opportunity to do that, you know, so that’s that. But of 
course, I would have done that anyway because essentially that’s why I was there... a lot of people, I felt, who may or 
may not have done so...and I think for them it was hard to approach a prisoner. Not everyone feels completely 
comfortable in that environment but, I’m pretty comfortable with that kind of environment but most people aren’t. 
 
I just have to say, when we first went in, at Borallon, and I’d never been in prison...I’ve been to prison but it’s pretty 
much you sit on one side and the prisoner sits on the other...it’s very much a formal kind of thing, you know. And I 
wasn’t sure...we’d been given this booklet on how to behave and how to conduct yourself and I didn’t know at the 
beginning if I should shake hands or whatever, and we started getting into the getting to know process. By the end of   
the first three hours we were all hugging and embracing, there was no more handshaking or whatever; you just felt like; 
‘I’m no better than you...by talking in the circle, and the circle is very important because you have to eyeball each other, 
you’re not sitting next to each other only looking at the persons around you, you’re eyes are constantly wandering who 
you’re dealing with, and you get used to it. I mean yesterday, yesterday, I was suddenly afraid, because I was used to 
being...that I thought, I don’t know most of the guys, and maybe they are a little bit (makes a ‘stand-offish’ gesture) and  
I thought I’ll do it anyway because I wanted to show them that I appreciate what you are trying to do...I’m not good   
with words so I could show it, it was a way to give them some kind of belief ... because that’s what they don’t get, it’s 
what you don’t do in prison. 
 
I mean for me it was the right way to behave and I always say ‘be true to yourself’ and I don’t like being unnatural, so 
it’s not something I would readily do, so I didn’t, but there are lots of ways to convey... 
 
Maybe the instructions that were given...I mean the instructions that were given when we came were that we had to 
respect the privacy and the confidentiality and that might have distanced some people, made some people a little more 
tender afterwards, and maybe... 
 
Yeah, the only instructions we got were from that lady who said we weren’t allowed to ask them anything about what 
they were doing here or their names and stuff.... but certainly as someone who has had no experience in this sort of area 
I was wondering, at what point can we actually do things, and I think naturally, and normally, I wouldn’t be hugging or 
that, so I wasn’t going to do that because that would be weird so, I think there could be a variety of reactions. 
 
Did you talk to any of the prisoners?  
Yeah, I did. 
And that was just a natural thing for you to do, or did you want to make a particular point? 
 
A bit nervous at first cos I mean, you’re a young girl 
 
But you two girls were very appropriately dressed and that’s quite important too. There were no instructions about that, 
but in the old days when I’ve been in prisons, we’ve been given instructions... 
 
That’s exactly what we were talking about in the car; are we dressed ok?  
Further group discussion, too garbled to make out. 
 
One of the things that happened, there were more people, from QSE or from a theatrical background...and they were 
delightful because they really hammed up the audience and I really loved that. It was so fun! We got into the spirit of 
that because that really enhanced the enjoyment of it. They are professionals, to a certain extent they’re like a troupe, 
but it’s that interaction with the audience that is a critical part of the performance...it’s a bit like chamber music. 
General discussion, too garbled to make out. 
 
That’s why I think it’s important to think about audiences because British audiences are very different. And American 
audiences...I was at the MET and there was a standing ovation for some pretty ordinary singing, I thought. But 
everything was just overly enthusiastic, I think. 
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With the standing ovation thing, for the people who’ve been before, is there always a standing ovation, coz there was 
for this performance? 
 
No. 
 
There was never one at Borallon. So that was the first time? 
That was the first time that I’ve witnessed it and in fact I just noticed people getting to their feet and I felt empowered to 
do that, you know? I wanted to, but I felt a bit self-conscious... and then people started getting up and I thought ‘yippy’. 
It gives you a chance to just reaffirm what you value, you know? And it’s probably the last chance you’re gonna get in 
this context to show what you value, to show appreciation, to all of them. Because, I was also told, I was really wanted 
to talk to all of them, there were a lot of people going around and mingling or whatever, and you don’t really get a 
chance to say anything much or to communicate that, but standing up was a real noble affirmment: “we really enjoyed 
what you did as a performance,” you know, not even about how it was done. 
 
Garbled speech 
 
And it was a great set!  
Oh, yes it’s true! 
And they got into, they gave it 100% 
 
And you see some much worse sets around...  
Oh, yeah! ... I was very impressed. 
And something I noticed too, I don’t know if you did where there were gaffs. The Antipholus of Ephesus forgot his 
lines, but I think he was distracted by the audience laughing and joking and whatever, and he managed to make a joke 
of it and turn around to the other guys and then he went on...it shows the power of performance, you can actually get 
involved, you can actually... 
 
That was the one who was only given that part three weeks beforehand so he was..  
Oh 
I think he had a smaller part and then someone dropped out so he had to step up into the leading role and he had 
properly learnt all his lines... 
 
Garbled speech 
 
No, he was very interesting because I said to him ‘you’ve got an extraordinary memory’ and he said ‘oh yeah you 
should see me with numbers’ and he has got an exceptional memory. So that’s really interesting to me. 
 
He was the first Antipholus? No the other one. 
The angry one! ... Of all the comic performances, he gave the most realistic and that’s really difficult.  
General agreement. 
I thought he was very intelligent. I said that to him afterwards 
I think he had, obviously, he talked to me right at the end about having to approach people in, ah, what was it, in 
performance activation, you know, this active stuff, I can’t think of the name of it now, but a training style, and he said 
that oh yes he’s very active, that he had worked very hard at becoming fit. It was very interesting talking to him, he’s 
obviously very...very on the ball and very active and very aggressive. 
 
For me, he was probably the one performer of the inmates that you could see the aggression....that he was getting to that 
point...you could tell he knew where the line was...but, for people who I’d told I was going, had these expectations that 
‘oh you’re going to a prison, what are the guys going to be like, are they going to be crazy and wild?’, he was the only 
one who would have given that impression. But you could tell he had the intelligence of thinking about it. 
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He seemed a bit of a leader as well, at the end when they were all singing, he wasn’t.  
Yeah, he was very pointedly not singing. 
The only two prisoners who I didn’t feel comfortable approaching after the performance were him and the only white 
man. 
 
Oh, no I had a chat with him, because he was a bit stilted and he ah...The duke... And it was his first time and hadn’t 
done anything like this and he really got something out of it, isn’t that interesting? I think he had all the capabilities to 
see how far he could take it. I think he played it to the maximum and in a funny way he got a lot out of it. He had a good 
way of expressing it too when I was talking to him afterwards, we grabbed a coffee together and we were just chatting. 
 
Maybe I was put off by his facial expression, and compared to I felt very comfortable around the Polynesian boys even 
if they’re still in the rough crowd. So I’ve taught a lot of Polynesian boys and they’re the ones who probably just 
escaped prison. As a young girl, I get along with those guys, I can hold my own very well with them. But from the 
Duke I did feel a little bit uncomfortable. I felt a bit of aggression coming off him. But the Samoan and Polynesian 
thing you can kind of get an aggressive vibe but its more apart of Polynesian culture that when there’s a strong young 
woman there you leave her the hell alone, you don’t go anywhere near her and you respect that. 
 
They’re also more natural performers aren’t they?  
Oh definitely. 
And you could tell that that culture had influenced how comfortable they were. Which I think in a white Australian 
culture we don’t have that. 
 
And I thought it was funny as I was coming home that there were no indigenous people in there. Coz prison is filled 
with more than 40% of them. 
 
I think that could have more to do with a cultural thing. It’s interesting, from a cynical view point, from a view point 
about public policy, you can see that this may affect return rate, and you can look at the figures, but it doesn’t. But 
Indigenous Prisoners just don’t participate in that way. But there are good reasons for that, you know not having eye 
contact is part of indigenous culture and it’s hard to perform Shakespeare without eye contact but there again that is a 
cultural use 
 
But there is no doubt that something could be done to unlock some of that potential that is inside of these prisoners, an 
indigenous director, or... 
 
But maybe, you know, it doesn’t matter, because, you know, it doesn’t matter who participates so long as they get 
something out of it, and maybe it’s important that the fellows who are there, even if culturally it is easier for them to be 
there, but they still get something out of it... 
 
Just the fact that more predisposed to that kind of activity means that they’re probably more out of it. 
 
So, if it’s ok to move onto the assumptions, I mean, are there any assumptions that people had that are similar or 
different to what they expected? I know you were talking about telling your friends... 
 
I had a lot of people have very negative reactions to it that I didn’t expect. I had an assumption that we would be safe in 
a prison and a lot of people said to me; ‘oooh, how did it go, what was it like’ but it was like ‘do you really think they’re 
going to take me somewhere where I can get stabbed?’ That’s not how it’s going to work. But I think I had assumptions 
about what being in a prison would be like, and I thought it would be less.....just that they had all the gardens and the 
flowers and that kind of thing and even to the fact that they could have the longer hair, because all of my assumptions 
about prison comes from American TV shows...so I thought ‘Damn, you’re taking a bit of a risk with that rat’s tail’. So 
I think it probably more peaked my curiosity to ask questions that we wouldn’t have been allowed to ask of them 
yesterday. 
 
Great. 
 
It was a lot nicer than I thought it would be, the whole environment was and the staff and the prisoners themselves... It’s 
not like back in the days of Boggo Road 
 
Oh no. I went to a prison in Tasmania recently, a pretty extreme prison... (Garbled) How long, on average, would the 
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sentences be for the people in there? 
 
Eight to ten years is what I’ve got from Rob  
 
Yeah, their long termers 
 
Because some them looked very young 
 
In some ways it’s worser for those who are there for a shorter amount of time because a) it takes time to develop a place 
but b) because you increase the chance of..... 
 
So it’s the higher to long term prison there right? 
So you were saying...you didn’t...you didn’t what? 
Oh, I don’t presume to think that the prisoners we saw were representative of the entire prison population but you don’t 
get the impression that all these guys have done anything that bad. 
 
That’s one of the things about prisons isn’t it, when I was in prison with the Red Cross, they brought the Red Cross 
national board into Brisbane, and we’re sitting in a big circle, as you mentioned, so we could eyeball everybody and 
there were prisoners dotted around amongst our board members talking about the prison programs, the various Red 
Cross programs, teaching them how to read and write and that sort of thing, the numbers of people who can read and 
those who can’t and all the rest of it. And I’m sitting next to a guy, and somebody says to me after; “you know he’s a 
double lifer, he’s murdered three people I think and he’s been in for over 20 years’ and this guy, he was the secretary of 
the Red Cross branch inside and he’s doing a lot of good work alongside prisoners. So the assumptions are interesting 
aren’t they? The thing that probably surprised me most was how many Polynesians, I suppose when you think about it,  
it isn’t so surprising because they are all very good performers or performance orientated but it was a bit surprising to 
see that percentage. 
 
Yeah. Likewise, I thought that too. 
 
And there were Samoans too, weren’t there?  
Yes, there were Samoans. 
I was speaking to one of the performers afterwards and I was like ‘oh you got a lot of Samoan and Kiwi boys here, 
what’s going on guys’ and he was like ‘oh yeah, there are lots of us here in prison. 
 
I heard them say that they get to celebrate Polynesian week because there are so many of them and it was just really 
interesting because I was speaking with my German housemate the day before who was trying to tell me we don’t have 
any racial issues in Australia and I was like ‘oh, yes we do!’ I mean that’s because she wasn’t taught....I mean true for a 
lot of us, I mean a lot of us don’t know about the racial issues in Japan which are huge, but I was trying to tell her about 
the huge disadvantages with indigenous people in our population and especially within prison...but after that 
conversation I was interested to not see more indigenous there 
 
I noticed a strange reaction in myself where I was like ‘oo, that’s weird’. After the first few minutes of being in the 
performance so like after we took our chairs and sat down and the guards are up the back and we’re all sitting in our 
seats and then like, one of the boys came walking from the back of the room and I thought...so I got a little fright when 
a prisoner came walking on not from the stage area and I was like ‘Oh My God’ they’re everywhere! 
 
(General laughter from group). That was surprising to me.... 
Something that wasn’t as good yesterday as it had been at Borallon was that they had two sessions so we were like the 
professional audience whereas at Borallon I was sitting next to one [an inmate] and that was GREAT! I got to watch his 
reaction to Shakespeare and at the same time as I reacted to it, I was very...it was very interesting...it would have been 
interesting to see... and you got to watch people who had come to support their friends and there were many more white 
prisoners... it was just very different. And that was sad, I mean, I missed that personally. 
 
I missed that, however, it certainly has a mark on inviting people to come, and there are people who would not have 
come... I know there were people from work who didn’t come because they didn’t want to go... 
Yeah, it’s interesting isn’t it what people’s barriers are. 
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And also I think education, in the fact that we really had no idea what a prison was like...  
 
Yeah, I suppose you only get that from American TV shows. 
 
Yeah! That’s exactly right. 
 
There is such a difference between the Australian and the American penal system  
 
Were there aspects of the performance that didn’t work for you? 
 
The boy who was the girl, his confidence probably wasn’t in it, which, I mean you kind of expect someone was...he 
couldn’t have been given more room to play, he didn’t really get to get it up and it’s hard to see if he was the one who 
chose that or the choices of the directing you can’t really tell as an audience member and also that we heard about him 
from the beginning, from the guard, and she talked about him in drag and how ... I was expecting this great performance 
from this guy and it really was just that they didn’t have enough girls to fill the roles 
 
Did you talk to him afterwards though? 
 
No, but I did notice that he’d taken off all the make up 
 
He was very quiet, maybe his background is just different, but I just couldn’t read him at all as to why he was there and 
what he got out of it and whether in fact that is actually, just him. 
 
I did feel that the other bloke playing the marginal role he showed support, quite often he put his arm around him when 
they were standing on the side. 
 
There was real affection in the play what did it look like? 
You know the girl, the courtesan and one of the guards was always standing next to the courtesan and he often had his 
arm around her. 
 
The girl would stand back and he was like ‘oh yeah, your job is done’. And I didn’t know whether to read it as the guard 
is going to take the courtesan home now or if it was the two blokes’ kind of... 
 
Well I certainly noticed that and even in the arm positioning, it was quite relaxed it.... (Animated group discussion – 
talking over the top of each other) 
 
Yeah, I wasn’t quite sure if the role could have been hammed up a bit more or.... Well I didn’t really know what the character 
was meant to be...is she a prostitute or... 
 
He often had the fan in front of his face, I felt like he gave it a go but I wasn’t sure whether it wasn’t made more of 
a...for the audience, or if that was just how he played the role...you can’t know whether that was a directing thing or 
whether that was him 
 
I suppose maybe he could feel embarrassment (general agreement from others) or he was just either shy or 
uncomfortable. I read the play so I could compare the language to what they were doing and I just had a feeling that he 
was a bit uncomfortable with the part 
 
It would have been interesting to know how he played it in front of the other prisoners; we might have been more 
difficult for him... 
 
And it was interesting to me that she had actually made a point of taking him aside and praising him and saying ‘you 
were really good, you did a good job, I was really impressed with your courage, you were the only true, kind of, 
Shakespearean actor because you’re a man’. It must have been obvious to her that he needed that kind of, special kind 
of lift as well. 
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Theatre Talk Two 
 
What did you enjoy about the performance? What ways did you enjoy the performance? What would have made it 
better? 
 
(Long Silence) 
 
I loved the set painting, the painting of the set was brilliant! I thought that was really good. 
 
I also enjoyed the fact that it was made in house, by prisoners. It shows it’s not just the actors on stage who have artistic 
talent. 
 
Its eye opening I guess to realise that these prisoners have a lot more….there is a lot more than you might expect. They 
have all these hidden talents that come out in quite unexpected ways. They didn’t think they were good at things, it’s 
like the Shakespeare; they thought it was gay (General laughter and agreement). But they discovered something they 
didn’t expect and I thought in that way it was a really handy tool; enabling people to connect with something that hadn’t 
connected with. It was surprising for me to see the talent. Maybe it was surprising for them to discover their own talent 
in some ways maybe. 
 
I enjoyed the performance, not so much for the acting and all that, although I thought that was really good, but for what 
I think it does for people to involve themselves. And I think that was very poignant that comment they made at the end 
when one of the actors said that the rehearsals were like a light in a dark place. So I think you could see that the 
underling themes of what this type of production does, not that people are great actors and have great sets of course, but 
for what it does. And I enjoyed it for what it was. 
 
It was a very heart-felt performance. 
 
They certainly brought themselves into the performance. 
 
I really really enjoyed the performance. I guess for lots of different reasons, I’d heard about Shakespeare in Prison 
before, I’d seen the film that Curt Tofteland made and I was aware of your research Jami [Facilitator]. Also I’d been a 
part of, last year, the session that Rob [Pensalfini] ran of volunteers –so we were like pretending to be the inmates for 
the facilitators who were training to be part of the program 
 
So you did the Theatre of the Oppressed Training workshop? 
 
Yes. I guess I was really interested in it as - it was the first time I’ve seen a performance in prison – so I guess that was 
a big part of why I was interested in it. It was interesting to see the mix of the inmates and the facilitators. I liked the 
way they brought in ethnic elements from their own cultures; I loved the Polynesian singing. I also liked that it wasn’t 
completely polished in some aspects. That was really enjoyable I actually thought, it made it more real and I just found 
it very moving; I was in tears at the end. I also really liked that they’d had people painting the set so it had been like a 
community element to putting on the performance. 
 
Did they say if it was the inmates who performed who made the set or was it other? I think it was other people. 
One of the guys I spoke to said that he had done the carpentry. A guy who had been in the cast, he had been doing the 
carpentry but then he went to the art department. 
 
So how was the experience similar or different to your assumptions? And what surprised or confronted you? 
 
The language they used; they kind of stuck to the Shakespearean English – however you want to put it – quite well, I 
didn’t expect that at all, that was very impressive, for me. And they seemed to do really well with the lines considering 
they had like, what was it, three…. 
 
They had three months doing the project, not all of that would have been rehearsing the play though and then one of the 
guys who was playing Antipholus he had only three weeks. 
 
Wow! That is amazing.  
Yeah. 
Because there were a lot of lines for Antipholus.  
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 97  
Yeah, he was the ‘angry’ Antipholus. 
In terms of confronting it was really just the whole process of going through the prison. You know, the whole 
bureaucracy to get in there. It just remind you of this big block that institutions are and what the inmates would have to 
deal with all the time. And the barbed wire and the whole process of going through the different barriers to get to the 
space of the performance. Obviously that was really the most confronting thing. The other thing I was wondering about 
was I wondered how the inmates felt about having all the guards at the back of the audience. I guess at no point did you 
really forget you were in a prison because the guards were there. If the guards hadn’t been there I think maybe you 
would have… I mean it’s not that you didn’t get immersed in the play. But I didn’t find at any point that I wasn’t aware 
that it was a prison performance. 
 
That’s interesting, I kind of went the other way, I tuned out. Like when you walked into the room and you saw the 
armed prison guards at the back along the wall, but then I was facing the front watching them, I found it curious, I was 
immersed in the performance, I don’t know, a lot of the performers to me just seemed so warm and open that’s what 
held my attention. I actually forgot that I was in a prison. Even with the like two hours processing. 
 
(General laughter and agreement from the group). 
 
And yes there was barbed wire and everything was grey and I understood why suddenly a lot of people when the left 
said they could suddenly breathe after being in such a claustrophobic environment, I was actually surprised that I forgot 
that. 
 
Even after the performance was over when we were having coffees and cakes and stuff, the amount of times I’ve done 
that at like Uni receptions and stuff and everyone is just in line and the prisoners were just in line with us. Heard some 
of them say they were going to save some of the cakes for later and you know, that kind of classic thing. And I was like, 
that’s good, I very much appreciated being able to interact. Being able to have a chat. 
 
Yeah that was really nice at the end being able to chat with them. 
 
And I think, I can’t speak for them, but they looked like they were genuinely excited and happy and like glad. I guess 
they don’t get a whole lot of engagement elsewhere. 
 
I never thought I wasn’t in prison because for me we’d talked about the fact that it was high security, maximum security 
so although I thought all that friendliness was fantastic for me I always thought; “what did these guys do, these guys  
who are here in this context just doing this great stuff and yet there is another side”. And I think the guards reinforced 
that. I couldn’t forget that I was in the prison. 
 
It just reminded me of high school really. You know, the guards felt like teacher and then when we were walking out 
everyone was in a group and it just felt like we were walking between periods. 
 
(General laughter) 
 
For me it was like you forgot you were in a prison (used air quotes) and you realise these are real people so all your 
expectations about prison, I found that’s what changed. It wasn’t what I expected. 
 
There were a few people who said ‘oh, I went to a high school like this’ with all those grey brick buildings sort of thing. 
So were there any aspects of the performance that didn’t work? 
 
Do you mean the performance as a performance or… 
 
Well you can comment on the performance but if you want to comment on the experience as a whole that’s fine because 
you said, a lot of people had problems with the processing, etc. 
 
The processing was insane. (General agreement). Because, if you think about it, we’d done, I worked out I filled out 
four versions of that form. The first version I sent in before the six weeks. And we sent ours in really early, right. Then 
two weeks later we got a letter saying, “can’t process it because the copies of the certified passports were not 
sufficiently clear’ which was insane because you could still clearly see the numbers of the passports and you surely you 
would say ‘you can rock up with your passports on the day’. And in the end she didn’t even want to look at the 
passports she just wanted our drivers licence. So that was version one of the forms. So then I sent a second set in, and 
that was still three weeks before the performance which they supposedly didn’t have time to process. And then there 
was that insane waiting time on the day. That was incredibly inefficient I thought for an institution. 
 
And there were even some people who didn’t have to get finger printed on the day. That system ended up getting over- 
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rided at the end. 
 
Yeah, I didn’t have to get finger printed. 
 
So what was the point? It seemed a bit farcical because Christine and I did the forms at the same time to get the JP to 
sign them, and then she got approved and I didn’t. And then they didn’t have the right forms at the counter so I had to 
go back in line to fill out a new form. And then they just checked it and let me in so it defeated the purpose of needing a 
security background check because they can do it afterwards. 
 
I put it in about 6 weeks before and when I got there on Saturday it was a very simple matter, it was all processed.  
 
Yeah, mine was the same. 
 
They were under-prepared for the amount of people. They had more counters there they should have had more people, 
they had two and then it was down to one for a while. 
 
It was annoyingly slow, that line didn’t seem to move. 
 
They were doing like 8 minutes per person, we were timing it. That’s why we were thinking; ‘at this rate, it will take 2 
hours to get all of us through’. But I was also thinking about on days when it would be like Father’s day or something 
and they would get crowds of people going there. It must be very emotionally difficult on families. That’s what I was 
thinking about. If it’s that kind of process for a group who are coming in to watch a performance who they would have 
thought, 99% probably don’t have criminal records… 
 
I guess it’s a new prison, if we were to go next year we’d be in the system, and I think they made that point ‘you’re now 
in the system’. So it would probably work quite quickly. 
 
Although, I was already in the system and I still had to give my finger prints again. It was just the way they changed the 
rules as it went on. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
They should have had a consistent rule and just do that. 
 
I did in some ways really appreciate the fact that when it did get to the end they let us through because they were too 
late and they rushed them through but it reflects badly on the fact that – what’s the point of all the bureaucracy in the 
first place if they can just make that decision. But that was something I was quite impressed by, I think the director, is it 
Mark? Walters who made that call to get everyone through so there’s obviously some level of bureaucracy that’s 
messing things around and decisions are getting made to… 
 
So were there aspects of the actual performance that people had issues with? 
 
I would have liked to have seen one of the main female characters played by an inmate. A-la Shakespeare. We 
discussed it on the way back and perhaps there was a reluctance on the part of male inmates to play women 
 
Like the fuss over the Courtesan thing; “I’m not Gay!” 
 
I think there was some…there was one of the female characters played by a male originally but there was a prisoner 
who left, there were about three or four inmates who left about three or four weeks ago. 
 
Was Rob always playing that part [the part of the father]? 
 
I think he said at the start there was a change last minute and he had to play it suddenly. 
 
I remember feeling slightly disappointed at how many inmates there were in the cast, just ever so slightly. And also 
there was….and Rob wouldn’t have wanted this either….the first person speaking was Rob. Ah, it would have been   
nice to have just gone straight in, ideally have all inmates as cast but at the same time you can completely understand; 
they’ve got people transferring, you’ve got people being released. Curt Tofteland talked about this as well how hard it is 
to have the same cast completely throughout rehearsal from beginning to end. 
 
Something that I think is interesting about that was how when there was a mix up with the lines, how much it was really 
an equalising experience; because everyone was trying to chip in and help. So whether it was an inmate trying to say 
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‘this is your line mate, or this is your cue’ or whether it was Rob. I thought that was a really equalising experience. It 
was just actors trying to help each other out. 
 
Yes, definitely! I thought that was more of the impressive bits about the whole show the fact that…there was one 
particular time that they started laughing and I thought ‘all right, they’ve lost it’, but they pulled themselves back after 
starting to laugh and pulled themselves back and got on track. I guess that demonstrates a bit more resilience than I was 
expecting them to have. 
 
They showed real professionalism in that sense. (General agreement). Are there any other comments about how entering 
and leaving the performance space felt? How was that experience? Some people yesterday were commenting that when 
the arm bands were cut off, that that was actually quite a traumatic experience. 
 
I see those processes as impassionate, bureaucratic processes; they happen, they occur for a reason, whether they are 
reasons we agree with or not so I tend not to get too emotionally involved in those sorts of things. Except we get 
annoyed when they take forever. 
 
It puts you in a funny space, you think normally before you go see a performance; you get dinner, you might have a 
drink, it’s a really relaxed space, and then you go sit down in a nice chair and watch the play, whereas here we stood in 
line for 2 hours and your kind of a bit tense because you go through metal detectors and small rooms with guards and 
that kind of thing, and then you sit down and watch a performance. So I think if you saw it outside of the prison, even if 
it had the same actors, you’d see it from a completely different point of view. 
 
Would you be more critical do you think?  
Maybe… 
I don’t think so, if you went to a community hall and found out they were ex inmates or something like that I think 
you’d feel much the same, because there are things like that, there are programs that do that sort of thing. I think the 
main difference was being mentally exhausted and physically exhausted from it. Cos you know, you think, an hour isn’t 
too bad but then you realised this it gonna take longer, the longer it got dragged out. And by the time you actually got in 
there, you’re hot and sweaty … and I was quite smelly. (Laughter). I was quite looking forward to just getting out. 
 
You commented on how short the performance was in comparison with how long it took to get in there. 
Yeah you could tell the play was made to be very…concise….abridged. 
And I suppose because you had to be escorted out as well. That was a reminder of those processes. I remember thinking, 
‘ok so what is the process of actually leaving the room’. 
 
When it was finished I was like ‘oh, ok I can go home now’ but then it was like ‘oh no, we have to wait for a guard’ and 
then when the security guard did appear – it was like out of nowhere and it was just like ‘Right, that’s it. Prisoners over 
there and the rest of you on the other side’…and now we can leave. 
 
Oh that’s interesting because I left before that point, so tell me about that.  
 
Yeah they sung the song and that was it we had to leave. 
 
The same song they sung at the end of the performance?  
Yeah. 
I found it interesting that some of them didn’t sing. I didn’t know if some of them were refusing to sing or if some of 
them just didn’t want to sing or what… 
 
Maybe because it was a very Polynesian song I guess so, but it wasn’t strictly Polynesian There was English in that 
song. 
 
Yeah, it was Bob Marley wasn’t it? 
 
There was that angry guy who wasn’t singing and he just looked like he was refusing to sing – you can’t make me, kind 
of thing. 
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Maybe that was just a letdown feeling – it’s over, and we’re here and everyone is going… 
 
The way they were told to stand on one side of the room and we were told to stand on the other side. 
 
But we have to remember that that might have been an element of maintaining the high security, remember we were in a 
maximum security prison. I think we should keep that in mind when analysing it. 
 
I think that comes back to the whole getting in and out of the prison. It put me in a certain frame of mind thinking that; 
ok, if this is hard for us think of what it’s like for them – this whole bureaucratic struggle. Some of the guards were a 
little bit frosty or a little bit less than polite they were also a lot more polite to us than they would be to the prisoners 
most of the time. 
 
I suppose you do have to give clear instructions and stuff but it was just like that moment when it was like ‘oh, yeah, 
we’re in prison again’. The socialising is over, back to prison time. 
 
And they’re probably more of the cooperative and friendly prisons out there. I certainly don’t envy the prison guards 
and what they do. 
 
We were saying, ‘oh wouldn’t it have been great to sit down and have a beer with the inmates to be able to talk about 
the performance in a relaxed environment because we loved just being able to speak with one of the actors afterwards 
and we got some nice insights from him. 
 
Do you think that would have been quite a relaxed atmosphere for them anyway or do you think they would have better 
opportunities for that? 
 
I guess it depends on the processes they have to follow. 
 
I don’t think so, I was talking to a couple of them and I talked to this one guy and said ‘is there anything like this? What 
other programs do you have during the week?’ It was quite obvious that there was nothing that kind of brought in 
people from the outside, like even the facilitators once a week. All the other programs like wood work and stuff seem to 
be really focused on doing something rather than on the interaction. I don’t think I noticed any of the prisoners try to 
avoid conversation and I remember what Leah said at the start of the program that a lot of them just couldn’t speak they 
were just too shy and found it hard to communicate to people. 
 
The actor we were speaking to said, ‘oh, when we get out we want to stay in contact with Rob and stuff’. It was clear 
that Rob has been a real mentor to these guys. So that was a really nice thing that the experience of doing a play is 
giving them a potential positive contact for afterwards, after release. Because that is notorious with prisoners that once 
they get out of jail the real problems set in, how do you support these guys to start that journey of reintegrating back   
into the community? So I was thinking about the power of theatre in that regard, there is a real potential value in making 
that link. Like wouldn’t it be wonderful if we had an ex-inmate theatre company that would give them a positive focus 
for that vulnerable stage when they just get out. 
 
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if they were employed? Because you can see what a tiny thing can do for people and it’s all 
about that…I’m not a great fan of prisons I think there has to be something else that can get people integrated into 
society better. 
 
That was one of the questions that the inmates said after the performance he was like ‘I’ve got a question for you guys, 
would you employ us afterwards?’ That’s probably something that is always on their mind. (General agreement). 
They’ve got such limited support that after prison is probably not that fantastic. 
 
You hope that those progressions to working on the prison farms and day release and stuff are really strong programs so 
that people can get jobs and get involved in. 
 
What do you imagine the prisoners got out of performing in front of you? We’ve already spoken about that and talked 
about it a little bit but I suppose what I’m specifically interested in in this question is what do you think was important 
for them about having an audience there? Was an audience important? Was a general public audience important? Did it 
matter? 
 
Validation kind of thing. I would assume that that would be a huge thing to be validated externally not just by family 
and fellow inmates and we gave them such a great reception so I would have thought that that would have been a really 
positive thing. I was thinking what it would be like to only have the two performances for them after 3 months of hard 
work. So I would think some kind of external validation and interaction with the general public. 
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I think that is a sense of achievement ‘I’m not always like I am I can do something else, I am a bit courageous, and 
maybe when I get out I can do something else’. And just that adrenaline – you know how adrenaline can sort of boost 
you. And that whole thing of just getting up and doing something. I think that that is just something small that may 
continue. 
 
I thought it was interesting because one of the inmates said that they liked this crowd because they seemed to be getting 
more of the jokes. And that’s really good because it shows that when they are working with Shakespeare and stuff they 
are building some knowledge that they’ve never had before and they are surrounded by other people who don’t really 
have this knowledge either. So it kind of pushes them to a new level. 
 
‘We like an educated crowd because we’ve been educated’.  
YEAH! 
Yeah, did someone say that we were a good audience, like we were a much rowdier audience?  
 
I think that was Rob who said that. 
 
But I definitely heard something similar from other prisoners because they said that the other audience, the family and 
particularly the other prisoners didn’t get it as much (general agreement). So there is this idea that when you’re kind of 
in the Shakespeare zone and you ‘get in it’. I just thought that was cool because it showed that you could actually share 
this knowledge and interact with others and surely that is something that they haven’t really been a part of before. 
 
I think that is actually really important because I think actually having us as a second audience I think they were 
learning that there is a whole Shakespeare audience community as such that get it that don’t think Shakespeare’s ‘gay’ 
or something. So I would have assumed that it would have been an eye-opener to realise that there are all these people 
out there that really value Shakespeare in performance and are interested in people who are doing something like that. 
So I would think that that would be a real value to them. 
 
And just the fact that there are people out there who are interested in – I’m sure they understand how difficult it is to get 
into the prison in the first place so to have people come in with no family connections to the prisoners are going to come 
out all this way, and go through all this process just to see something that they’ve put up and have worked towards. And 
I gather that they wouldn’t get a whole lot of individual attention as people like that. 
 
I think there are matters of equality as well. You know it’s putting you on an equal footing you know we’re in this room 
with actors and audience and we’re equal and I think that would be a good feeling. 
 
Do you think prison theatre is worthwhile and what makes it so or not so? 
 
It just seems so valuable to me. Just very valuable for the people involved, for the inmates, for actors in the Queensland 
Shakespeare Ensemble to be able to work with different actors. Very valuable for us to learn about communities that are 
in the prison to re-think about how we treat people in society that leads to people ending up in prison. It just seems so 
valuable from so many different perspectives. Every prison should have these programs and also education and visual 
arts and just being able to bring out a side of these people that hasn’t been addressed before. 
 
A growth in the person. I think we all hark back to when we felt good for doing something so they’ve got that now for 
quite a long time to think back to when they did it and that felt good and that helps self-esteem to know that there have 
been good times with bad. 
 
so many of the prisoners just looked like they were glowing (general agreement) amongst everything else there was this 
happiness and then when you’re walking outside and you saw the gym and the guards pressing up against it, it was just 
a huge contrast to the space which seemed quite warm and friendly and happy so maybe even if it’s just an isolated 
pocket of somewhere that isn’t so filled with negative emotions then I think that is valuable in its own right. 
 
From the stand point of someone from the community I thought it was really interesting how people just jumped at the 
chance to talk to these guys. Whereas if you think about it, on the outside, before the play, you think, ‘these people are 
in high security prisons they’ve done bad things’ people tend to think of them as the dregs of society. A portion of 
people who you just don’t want to talk to and then here people just jumped at the chance and threw themselves at it and 
I thought that was amazing. Especially how animated the actors were when we were talking to them and then the snap 
change when they were called across to the other side at the end. They changed so suddenly in to quieter more 
threatening almost – I found it – looking people. 
 
And just on the values of the audience you were saying, I think, the people who were in the audience, in a sense, we 
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probably had a more similar idea just from the fact of we’re going out to watch it, we have some sort of sense of what is 
good for prisons a sense of what prisoners are. So I think it would be incredibly valuable if there were other audiences,   
if you get the logistics sorted, even year 12 school groups just to get them in with a little bit lesser idea of what   
prisoners are like to be able to see them in that setting. And, just as a contrast, the night, the Saturday night and there 
was an add on tv for one of those Current Affair shows with a headline about ‘the campaign against soft sentencing’ 
(general agreement) and it just struck me that there is such a conception of what prisoners are in society. Seeing 
something like this really reinforces it to us, and we already have that sense, so if it could go out to the general populous 
that there is so much talent in these prisons there’s probably more likely a chance of employing artists and bringing art 
people in into the prison systems. I guess that would be very hard to get people to go through it with no real connection 
to it. 
 
Yes, the media always portrays them as people not like us. When they are EXACTLY like us. Yes they’ve done 
something in whatever circumstances, you can never know, but they are people. 
 
Unfortunately I think there was supposed to be a media representative from HAC, Triple J that was coming along to the 
program performance but his clearance got denied in the last week before the performance by a director or someone. So 
they were going to do a story on this. 
 
You’d think they’d really want someone. Considering they just let people in that day and a week before they couldn’t. 
 
I suppose that points to the inconsistency of the way it’s working. Presumably, if you’re getting academics in there it’s 
not exactly a silent voice. 
 
But the director spoke so glowingly of it, you would think that anything that publicised such a great program in 
prison…. 
 
Such good press! (General agreement) 
 
And ironically, if the triple J person turned up on the day, they probably would have been let in – ‘show us your drives 
licence, don’t worry about the finger prints, and go in’. 
 
Well the gentleman who took all the photographs, they took his SD card at the end.  
Oh you’re kidding! 
I heard him say that they took it because he wasn’t allowed to take pictures of the prisoner’s faces. He wasn’t fully sure 
what they were going to do with his photos. 
 
Yeah, he took a lot because he said he can’t take fronts, he couldn’t take faces so it was really hard… So they’re going 
to check his photos. 
 
Yeah, he was saying to me ‘if I get my photos back you are welcome to look at them because they are mainly of the 
audience’. Because that’s who he could photograph. 
 
He’s from the Shakespeare Ensemble isn’t he? 
 
Yeah, he is. So I wonder if the clearance denial was because they were a journalist…  
 
Yeah, I think it was, I think it was directly related to their position. 
 
Coz who knows what would have been leaked. 
 
And you know, to be honest, with the political climate that could be a fast way to get the program shut down. I might 
just be pessimistic or there could be a reaction that says we need to be harder on criminals. So it could go either way 
and if it went seriously the wrong way that could be the end of it (general agreement). 
 
It’s a shame though because triple J would have been the perfect station to run it. Anyway, does anyone want to expand 
on what they think the role of the audience is or do you think we’ve pretty much covered that? Because there are 
programs that just do workshops, that don’t do performances. So it is one element that I’m interested in; ‘why have an 
audience there in the first place’? 
 
I think we are really valuable to validate what they are doing. Because if you have a workshop, the difference is that if 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 103  
you have a performance you’re actually building up to something. Which is a different process to where your just 
workshopping where you’re gaining skills but you’re not working towards a specific project goal. Whereas 
performance, you can’t have a true performance unless you have an observer, an audience. I guess our role is important 
to produce the experience of the performance for them and also to give them that added dimension where they are 
playing for people they’ve never seen before. I know some of the prisoners were saying that that was easier for them 
because, and I think one of the guys was saying this, that they don’t know us anyway, so there was that relaxation 
element (general agreement). And the guard who watched both performances, she was saying that they were so much 
more relaxed for this second performance and she said that they actually managed to make it funnier because of that. So 
yeah, validation making it a performance. Also, I just think it is a really valuable link between the inmates of a prison 
and the external community. It is a vital and rare moment where you’re getting that connection which might have all 
sorts of positive spin offs because we had lots of different people in that audience who were in different capacities and 
are involved with different projects and such. The positive things that could come out of that might be a long way in the 
future. So having the link is really important. 
 
I think it’s like any artistic endeavour; no matter how tortured the soul of the artist…I mean, people do art because other 
people feel it and I think the audience appreciation is… I don’t think you have art really without an audience….does it 
really exist without an audience there? 
 
I guess there is an added sense of pressure. In this sense it’s quite a good thing, if there wasn’t an outcome of 
performance then there’s not really much pressure to learn their lines and do all that kind of stuff and to spend three 
months and overcome it and perform so well afterwards. As you say [pointing to Victoria], it’s a kind of validation that 
they can do this kind of stuff. That they can get results after three months of hard work I believe is quite unusual and 
good for them. 
 
It’s like you were saying before, one of the nicest moments of the whole experience was seeing them stuff up and seeing 
them help each other. That sort of was one of the things that could only happen in a performance space where you had 
to go on. Great! Is this an experience you feel comfortable talking about in your own social networks? Why? Why not? 
 
Very, yes, because I think it is such a worthwhile program so yes I would certainly talk about it. 
 
And if you were met with critical people of it you wouldn’t have any problem defending it or…  
 
No. 
Yeah I’ve been talking about it with everyone since the performance and saying how wonderful it was.  
 
And what is the kind of responses you’ve met with? 
 
I always find that it’s fantastic, they always say ‘oh yeah, that’s really interesting’. Mostly positive I think. 
 
I’ve found with the people I’ve been speaking with that they are kind of shocked. And that’s why I think that when it 
comes to the value of it, I think it does a lot for the prisoners but I also think it does help with the audience. And I think 
it is important to have some people who aren’t connected to the prison in any way, whether they are trying to help 
prisoners whether they’re prison guards and directors, having people who are completely neutral really just come in and 
get some sense of what’s going on, how things are going. I think there is some kind of responsibility to have some kind 
of knowledge of how prison works. 
 
Yes it would be a much better current affairs story wouldn’t it? 
 
Yeah! Sometimes they kind of need to ‘spread the word’ so to speak because I think it is silenced a lot. Personally, my 
main knowledge of prisoners was stuff that’s from TV which is mostly fiction and it’s like the jail breaks or the nasty 
prison guards so I think it is really valuable to remember that these are people that you can’t completely ignore or 
pretend that they aren’t there. It is valuable I think to see them. 
 
And I think the audience is important. I got the impression that…like when you look at the prisons in big cities say, in 
London, you can be inside a prison wall but you can hear everything going on outside; there’s people, their trains, their 
traffic, there’s everything, so like the one in King’s Cross or something like that. But out there, there is nothing! You 
can’t hear anything its just total isolation so you can feel like you’re not even of this world. So I think when people 
from the outside come in, I think it’s really important to stay connected in some sort of world because the prison is so 
remote. You hear of other prisons doing prison protests on the roof and all the traffic that goes by sees it but that 
wouldn’t work here because there is no body to see. And that’s what we were talking about with the importance of the 
play, so there is someone to see. 
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Are you motived to learn more about prison theatre or become more involved? 
 
Yeah, well I’d definitely do that facilitator workshop again. Because that was really useful doing it before but now that 
I’ve seen a performance it would be even more valuable to be involved in it. 
 
I didn’t really have any idea about these kind of programs that did run, and I think now I’d be quite interested to learn 
and even to learn that it’s not just Shakespeare and even to a certain extent that it’s just not theatre programs but there’s 
probably a lot out there that really do embody some of the similar aspects of bringing people from the outside in and 
giving the inmates a chance to kind of interact with people that they don’t often interact with. 
 
Someone was saying yesterday that seeing the performance on Saturday really made them think of how applicable it 
could be in detention centres, so like, with refugees and stuff like that. So it’s interesting that one kind of 
‘inside/outside’ group can make you think about another ‘inside/outside’ group. So especially considering that some of 
you I asked to come, I don’t know how many of you would have come if it wasn’t my project… 
 
No, that’s true. But I thought it was really good to have gone and to have had a reason to go. I think you kind of need a 
reason to go that far, to wait that long, after all the processes, you need a good reason. 
 
I think that’s valid though, you do need a reason 
 
It would be nice to see larger audiences and see more people come but I guess it’s about finding them to have an 
express reason to come along. And good luck at reducing the bureaucracy. 
 
But yeah, the group that came, that would be a great starting point, you start like an email. Because if people know that 
a performance is coming up in three months’ time or whatever, and they tell other people to come I think it’s something 
that could really be built on so that you have regular performances so you build up an audience that is empathetic and 
interested and that would also be a way of building the program especially if you factor in donations. 
 
And isn’t that the way that any audience grows… 
 
Yeah, it grows. Any theatre company needs to build up their regular subscribers and subscribe to a season. 
 
I mean you kind of know that it’s on. I mean I first heard about it three years ago when I heard about it on ABC radio 
and I thought ‘what an interesting project’ but then I never heard of it again until Jami comes along. 
 
Yeah, that’s true actually. You’ve [Jami] been a really important link because I’ve know that Rob’s done these 
programs in the past but it’s not like there’s been an email going around saying ‘does anyone want to come see a 
performance in a prison’. So you’ve actually been a really important link because otherwise none of us would have had 
the opportunity to go and see it. And that is something that is something that Rob and the Queensland Shakespeare 
Ensemble should really build on because there is this great audience they’ve had and they should keep all of those 
details and… 
 
So is it like you said, you wouldn’t have gotten involved unless Leah [Project manager] was involved? 
 
Yeah, exactly. 
 
So it’s really about knowing someone. 
 
Yeah I guess it’s hard to go a long way out and a lot of organisation to see an hour long play which is absolutely worth 
it but if you’d told me beforehand that it would take a whole day and you’d have to fill out forms to see an hour of 
prisoners in Shakespeare I think people would be less likely to make the effort. 
 
I think a real stopping block was having to get a certified copy through a JP. Like it’s one thing, people are going to be 
driving for a hour, they’ve got to fill out a form beforehand and get it in by a certain period of time. To get a JP you’ve 
got to go find a JP, make an appointment and when you think about it that was completely unnecessary because all you 
had to do was produce your driver’s licence on the day. So that was a real stumbling block which would have really 
filtered out some people, you would have lost some people because ‘oh, I didn’t get my form in’, ‘I can’t find a JP’, or 
whatever. 
 
I think that was a concession that was made by the prison maybe two weeks before, because they realised that they’d 
been rejecting and accepting people based on technicalities so they just opened it up to the list, there was a very 
definitive list of people who were there who could get in without any forms on the day. So hopefully next year that 
won’t happen. 
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The lack of communication was pathetic, it was absolutely shocking. Like the fact that, Christine and I had the same 
forms and she got approved and I didn’t, but why weren’t we explained to, and then I get there and I’m not on the list, 
she was an absolute bitch about, one of the other ladies, that lady with glasses, she was really nice about the whole thing 
but the other one was just a bloody cow. And it was just really oppressive towards me and I thought ‘well….’ There’s 
got to me more give and take there for the fact that you’ve cocked up so you should be fixing the job. And then, the 
changes at the end, oh you’ve got forms but we’re running out of time, I hate to say it but if you wanted to disrupt the 
prison that was the perfect scenario, you don’t need anything else, that was the perfect scenario to run amuck. I was 
talking to a prison guard and he said that all the need is one little break in routine because they notice every single little 
change. So it wasn’t good for us because we were in risk as well so if you want more people to come you’ve got to… 
 
That there aren’t those blocks. 
 
But even if they’d approved you, did they let you know? Coz I got the forms approved but I had no idea. 
 
And you would have hated to have turned up and drive all that way just to find out that you’re actually not approved. 
And then there was the thing about the clothes, like I wore sandals and I was worried. 
Yeah, was that a new thing? 
 
I made a specific check about dress codes online and there was nothing about it, there was no dress code online that I 
could fine. Because I tried to make links for these forms [participant consent forms] as much as I could about 
information that would be relevant and there was nothing about dress codes. The only thing was a factsheet about 
visiting information and its times and public transport services… 
 
It did go on about mobile phones though. 
 
Are there any final comments that anyone thinks are important to mention? 
 
I have to say, Rob had a really good bunch of people, like a lot of cooperative people which makes it a lot easier and 
there wasn’t a back lash as you say because there were other people doing other programs where….I was watching a 
documentary about prison kitchens and there was a guy there who was pulling his hair out every day with the stress. 
There was a certain level of aggression still in that program. Whereas with this one, it’s a non-aggressive program to 
begin with. Like, I’m sure when everyone initially started everyone wanted to show who was boss, but… 
 
You got the feeling that this was a safe zone like whatever happens here is fine. And there was a really strong sense that 
really came forward to me that people really trusted each other… 
 
They did mention that they did all know each beforehand. 
 
Yeah you got a real sense that some of them would only do this because they knew people. Yeah, and there were people 
who had done it before at the other prison. It’s good to have those people inside I guess to promote it and sort of recruit 
more people to do it, which is a good thing. But what they need as well is for people once they’ve done this program to 
go out and be the spokesperson for people in schools and stay stuff like don’t be stupid don’t end up here and then 
realise that this is here to do it, because it’s far too late then. You’ve gotta do the time for your crime. I suppose that’s a 
good thing about this prison is it is kind of set up like a school, they do have classes to keep them motivated. They are 
trying. 
 
I wonder if any of them are studying, or if this will give them impetus to study more.  
 
That would be interesting to know. 
 
We did walk past a building, like a whole education building, and I thought that was kind of cool because it wasn’t a 
tiny little place where they weren’t welcome it looked like a place, well, like an university essentially. That’s a building 
full of computers and books and places to learn. I thought that was interesting – I didn’t expect it to be that formal. 
 
I wonder if that’s because it’s new, because it is a fairly new prison. But it did seem quite nice really. 
 
It would be great if those people could go out afterwards and perform to be and I guess prove…or break down those 
barriers so to speak. The “us” and “thems”. Because the irony is that because it’s so large, and everyone’s got a cousin 
or a brother, you know they are all related. So it would probably be a good community group or initiative to help stop 
this – to help stop people coming here. The prisoners that are in there [in the Shakespeare group] if they keep in that 
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circle of the theatre company or this arts based program to help they can start to break that cycle because I’m sure they 
all respect each other and they have a respectful culture, you know they’re all afraid of their elders that they’d be in 
trouble if they found out. I think bringing that – a program like this is really good to – fine start it in prison but 
afterwards if they just did this in and then they go out and that’s it, it would be quite shattering for them, trying to get a 
job, trying to pursue this career, and get turned away all the time because of what they’ve done. So to keep it going on 
afterwards would be beneficial as well. 
 
I think the audience is too, a different audience as when you go to another play, you go with no preconceptions, you 
don’t know what you’re going to get, so that’s probably why you end up being a lot more interactive you know. If you 
were on the outside, at a performance, and you didn’t enjoy it, you could just sit there and the actors would go on 
regardless of you, but in that situation with no pre conceptions, you were prepared to…you wanted it to succeed. And 
because you didn’t know whether it would or not, you’re much more prepared to engage with the performance I think. 
 
Yeah, if you didn’t like the performance you could get up and leave at interval. 
 
Yeah, and it would have been nothing. With everyone sitting there. Because you could see how they reacted when 
everyone laughed, you could see how that impacted on them whereas a professional theatre company if nobody laughs 
well they just go on. 
 
Was it equal to like a community type of production? Because I was thinking of it in terms of, well if you go to a 
community production you’re not going to LEAVE even if it is that bad because you’ve gone along to support 
someone. And I guess that’s why I kind of lost track of the prison thing because it seemed to be more supporting these 
‘people’. Like you would if you were going along to a minor production. It’s completely different to going along to a 
professional production because there you’ve paid and you have expectations, it was to see how they’d go with 
Shakespeare but it’s a different purpose. 
 
I thought it might be like when you go see a community production where, you know, you laugh at the jokes because 
you’re really wanting to support these actors and you’re really trying to…but I didn’t have any trouble throughout the 
performance engaging with them because I thought they were genuinely funny and brought their own personality to the 
roles enough so that it wasn’t forced. I don’t think at any stage the audience was laughing just because you were 
‘meant’ to laugh, it was because it was genuinely funny. 
 
I think the best example of that is when there was the standing ovation at the end, it was not forced and I think that’s the 
first time that that has ever happened with QSEs [prison] performances. So it was obviously quite a natural thing 
because it wasn’t expected by anyone. 
 
And the standard was good! There was a good standard. It wasn’t like ‘oh, ok’, they actually were….  
They were very animated. 
I just mean that when you go see something you’ve always got expectations of some kind, it’s just the varying degree of 
how realistic you are, but I find that my expectations about the prison were probably just as inaccurate as going along to 
another community one. 
 
It’s interesting because people have said that they’ve seen Comedy of Errors before, and that this version was so much 
better! So it’s interesting, when you do just compare this performance with others theatrically, it is interesting what 
comes out. 
 
I wonder if it would have been the same type of performance in the prison because of who they were, because of 
knowing who the actual actors were. Like, if you went to see that with no preconceptions – just from a talent point of 
view, if you would have thought it was worse or better, or, how differently people react to it. It’s kind of the same as 
when the guy asked the question: ‘would you give these guys a job?’ And I noticed everyone jumped and goes ‘yes!’. 
And I just sat there and went, what if you knew he did armed robbery? Would you really still put him on the til? Really? 
I just sat there and thought I don’t think people would actually do that. 
 
Yeah, it was just in the moment. Oh, I think some people would. 
Yeah, I’m sure some people would! But you wouldn’t jump like that and go ‘yep, I’m going to employ an ex-con’. That 
just doesn’t happen. 
 
If you’ve got two people and someone has a clean record and someone doesn’t and you are dealing with money or 
something like that, that’s a problem. I guess that is the value of something like this, it makes you think, you can’t just 
judge someone on their record you also have to think about and appreciate where they’ve come from and perhaps how 
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much they’ve changed since that record happened. But I guess it’s about having enough of a community around you to 
have people say ‘no, they are actually reliable now’. 
 
That’s an interesting question actually, you were saying before that you forgot that it was in a prison but did you ever 
actually forget that they were prisoners? So was it always the prisoners performing? 
 
I think you were always aware that they were prisoners. 
 
That’s interesting, because if you compare that to a show at QTC, I’m certainly not going ‘Oh, I wonder what that actor 
did to get to this point’. (General agreement). 
 
That question: what have they done to get here? It’s hard not to think that! 
And when you’re told the average sentence is 8-10 years, you start to think, you know that’s a fairly serious offence.  
At that institution is that the average? 
Yeah, that’s what I’ve heard. 
 
So they’ve got to have done something like manslaughter, rape… those types of crimes…. 
I guess I forgot that they were prisoners but that’s probably more from a perspective of seeing Leah, seeing my sister 
interacting with these guys. I’ve seen Leah in plenty of plays before. And I thought particularly, actually, pretty much 
all of them, they were all really….good. I found that they brought the characters to life very effectively. And not 
necessarily theatrically perfect. 
 
I think for them that they can get Shakespeare, like I don’t know what their educational backgrounds would be like, it 
might have been fractured, or they might have left school at year ten or say that Shakespeare is nothing, so I think the 
fact that the performance can make them get it, and know enough of it so that WE get it. 
 
Well I went to watch A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and I would prefer to watch this compared to that, these were 
professional actors and I thought that half of them did a terrible job and their projection was bad and…. I’m being quite 
harsh about the whole thing though. 
 
But there was such gusto with the prisoners! They were going for it! 
 
They did a better job, they weren’t just sort of rocking up and going ‘meh meh I’m just doing this play because it’s the 
fourteenth night of the season…’. It was a better performance, and they projected their voices and the way they were 
saying it was better, like I remember those Midsummer people were just blurting it out, like they were reading it and 
you could barely hear it. 
 
I particularly like the courtesan, I thought it could so easily have been a role where he was hiding his face and not 
getting into it at all, but you can see that he was confident enough to go ‘yes, I am dressed up in drag, at a prison. 
 
Yeah, I was wondering how it would go, because when they came out and sat down on the stage, not one of them eyed 
the audience, not one of them looked at the audience, but of course the play didn’t proceed in that way. Whether there 
was that initial nervousness until they got the audience reaction and then they knew its ok. 
 
I found it fascinating, and I must say I did struggle to pick up some of the language, there were some people muttering, 
but then as it went on I found the language got much clearer and you could follow what they were saying much better. 
And I suppose that is natural. How many of these people [the talk group] have actually acted before, you know, 
standing before an audience. 
 
Well, I think it is like [he] said, that can happen in any performance – any Shakespeare performance. 
 
I also think all that waiting, they had to wait an additional hour, how would they have been feeling, they would have 
been thinking ‘what have we done wrong’. 
 
Is it actually going to happen? Is it going to be cancelled? 
 
Yeah, I definitely haven’t heard Shakespeare in such Polynesian accents before. 
 
But it was interesting that there wasn’t many white fellas. And the King kind of seemed a bit shy, he didn’t seem as 
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vocal or…. 
 
I wonder if that’s in the networks of prisons… 
 
That was one of those things I was going to say before about the fact that it was awesome that they are so comfortable 
with each other and that they knew each other, but at the same time, I imagine that probably puts, if there were 
individuals out there who wanted to do this program, it must be very hard for them to put their hand up and come into a 
group where there is already ten guys who all know each other and are very tight and then one or two others who don’t 
know. I don’t know how you could get over that but it would be very… 
 
I imagine there are massive trust issues, because, it is prison so there is a very threatening environment. And it was 
interesting, that there was that one time that someone asked ‘oh, did you know each other before’ and they were like 
‘Yes!’ And it really came over that, yeah, everyone in the prison knows each other, and they know who’s over there, 
and who’s over there. 
 
But I guess that that is what the program is about, the facilitator who does put up their hand to facilitate it, to make it 
work. 
 
See Rob is very good at making those ensemble communities work, and he’s very good at making everyone end up 
quite kind of equal. Coz it was interesting when Curt Tofteland came over, and he’s supposedly the big expert, but in 
that workshop, I actually found that Rob is actually a lot more skilled doing those things than actually Curt was. I was 
actually quite surprised. 
 
Curt works in a very different way… 
 
Because I was impressed with how Rob deals with actors and so if you do have that issue of a few individuals and a 
group, if anyone could kind of break down those barriers I would imagine Rob would. But it depends on the facilitator 
in a particular program how well they can get the prisoners to come in and form an ensemble. 
 
Did anyone feel – and I don’t want to put the words in anyone’s mouth – but did anyone feel, the actors who were 
facilitators and the actors who were inmates, did anyone feel uncomfortable at any time about their interactions, or did 
people feel a separation or were they definitely clearly an ensemble? 
 
I think there was a bit of a separation there. 
 
it actually seemed quite natural to me some parts of it fit with the story well…. 
 
Oh, so you mean it was more believable a situation because you knew that one was a facilitator and one was an inmate? 
 
Yeah, like when that one girl put her hands on his arm, I hate to say but my reacting was like (Hmm…), you can tell 
there is a lot of trust there to be able to put your body on the line like that. But I did feel a little bit nervous about that. 
 
It probably made the performance a little uneven but I don’t think it really worried me at all.  
I do remember feeling disappointed that they weren’t all inmates. 
Yes, I felt that too. 
 
I don’t know why, but I just thought ‘oh, it would have been nice to have all inmates and then…’ But I’m trying to 
think why that makes a difference. 
 
I’m pretty sure that Rob was pretty keen on doing an all inmate performance, and all the facilitators were really keen on 
getting all the prisoners to perform but it just didn’t work. 
 
Was there more than usual this time? 
 
There were certainly more participants than last time. That’s a good thing. 
One of the women who was here yesterday was a previous facilitator at Borallon, and she said that in the last year at 
Borallan, everything that could go wrong did go wrong, and I think they ended up with about four performers in the 
end. So I walked in going ‘oh, they’ve got quite a good cast’ because they had MORE than I had expected. But I’ve 
been following Rob’s facebook messages about it, and I just had to stop looking at it, because they were like ‘two 
people pulled out today’ or ‘there was a raid today’ there were all these things disrupting the rehearsals. So I just had to 
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stop watching that process, so I can’t imagine what it would have been like actually BEING in that process ‘will we 
actually get a show up at the end’. 
 
I thought it was interesting at the end when the play finished, I thought are they going to be whisked away? It did look 
like they were going to be whisked away, but then they were allowed to come up and mingle and it was good, that 
shows how much trust they’ve been given. And I suppose if they cocked that up…they know how much responsibility 
is on their shoulders. So I think good on the prison to actually do that. To let them, give them….freedom or as much 
freedom as they can. 
 
A measure of freedom. 
 
I definitely think that was a really centric part of the whole thing because if it wasn’t there, then the whole experience 
would have been, still good, but a lot less, because we still wouldn’t have known any of the prisoners names or stories 
or their life outside of the show… 
 
It was kind of like an after party. 
 
I talking to a guy who was telling me he used to work for Telstra. He seemed very open about discussing life before. 
And I thought it must be quite hard to make conversation because he’s not going to talk about prison! 
 
Yeah, it’s not like you can say ‘oh so what did you do last Saturday’.  
Yeah, exactly! Yeah it’s like ‘so what have you been up to? ...’ 
‘Ah…..been working out….’. That’s interesting because there is a program, I think it’s in Sing Sing in the US, where 
they are allowed to shake hands with the performers – the audience is allowed to go up and shake hands with the 
performers but they always stay on the stage and the audience stays in the audience. 
 
Is that the same security level? 
 
Well…yeah, but they have different definitions but its maximum or high, similar sort of crimes. 
 
Perhaps it a measure of the rehabilitation process that they haven’t completely withdrawn, that they can come up and 
talk to people. It’s interesting that the theatre facilitated that kind of open conversation at the end. 
 
I think that kind of reflects that, these inmates, they’ve all done something that is serious and pretty hard core but at the 
same time, it could have been just one night that they did make a really bad mistake and yes it’s a horrible thing and it’s 
caused lots of harm but, it’s not a reflection necessarily of what they are all the time. And to think that they can be 
trusted to interact with the public like that, and I’m sure that if they got let out in the public a lot of them wouldn’t do 
anything – they wouldn’t want to go back. And it’s not purely the fact that there are guards around that they don’t do 
anything bad. 
 
Well if everyone is happy we might leave it there unless anyone has anything further to say. 
 
I just wanted to say thank you Jami because if it wasn’t for your research a lot of us wouldn’t have had this experience 
and it really was such a valuable thing to go to and hopefully there will be opportunities in the future. 
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Theatre Talk Three 
 
It's probably not as important as some of the documents that you come across. 
Do you want to start anything while we're talking or will you wait for [the others]?  
I'll wait. That's probably the most polite thing to do. 
I'm not polite. I don't have time to be polite.  
Yes. You don't have time to be polite. (0.43) (0.44). 
Leave it for [him]? No. I'll leave it for [him]. Record that what I want. Are you recording? Yes. You're recording. 
Excellent. Put them both there. Thank you very much for participating. That's really good. You feel free to say anything 
that you want. I'm really interested in your honest opinion. My first question is did you enjoy the performance and in 
what ways did you enjoy it and what would have made it better, do you think? 
 
Did I enjoy it?  Very much.  By the end I was considerably moved by it as much I think by recognition of some of the 
circumstances of the actors and the environment. They did it very well. 
 
You've already said in what ways you enjoyed it. Is there any way that you think would have made experience better? 
 
I went in with the expectation this would be at the level of a high school production but I was singularly impressed by 
the performance and acting ability contributions particularly of the two of the main characters. (2.18). 
 
Antipholus? 
 
No. I never caught his name. 
 
So the two Antipholus' or the two Dromeos? 
 
No. One was Antipholus and one was Dromeo. I thought one of each of those was outstanding. The actors were 
introduced and I never caught the name of one of them but I thought they were outstanding. The others were pretty 
good. Some of them obviously were not as well polished and whether they were later ring-ins or what I don't know. A 
production point of view yes. Somehow an improved quality would have made a difference very much. 
 
How was it similar or different to your assumptions and what surprised you or confronted you? 
 
It was very similar to my expectation. I was surprised by the quality of those two actors. I thought they did it really 
well. I thought the adaptation of the whole play into a more succinct performance was very good and it worked really 
well. I was surprised at the end how moved I was by it and that was very nice. 
 
If you don't mind I'll repeat those questions again is that's okay?  So how did you guys enjoy the performance, in what 
ways did you enjoy it and was there anything that would have made it better? 
 
I enjoyed seeing the performers and seeing them enjoy themselves. They did a very good job but they enjoyed it. They 
don't enjoy all the things they do in prison so I think it's an excellent idea. 
 
So the question was what did we think about it, wasn't it? Yeah. 
I enjoyed it. I thought the performance was excellent.  What I really noticed too was the whole atmosphere including the 
custodians. I used to go to Borallon quite a lot. The prison that's been shut down and I've just never seen such an 
atmosphere and such a relaxed atmosphere between the custodians and the inmates. So I particularly noticing that. 
 
Do you think there was anything that could have made it a better experience? 
 
Obviously having two people on and to get us in earlier would have been better.  I suppose given this prison is new that 
venue with that quite low roof is fairly limiting but that's just a general comment. No.  I thought the whole way it was 
set up, the sets and everything was just excellent. 
 
A few other people who I've interviewed have commented that they preferred the Borallon venue or they preferred this 
venue. Do you have a preference of which you prefer? 
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The Borallon venue was much bigger, much more spaces. In terms of it, it was higher. It was probably at least three 
metres and maybe even bigger. In fact I think it's probably a gym. 
 
How was it similar or different to your assumptions? What surprised you or confronted you? 
 
Well, I’m perhaps a little bit different in that to say I'm familiar with prisoners is overstating it but I have been in 
prisons in a volunteer capacity fairly frequently. So I wasn't intimidated by all of that. I think the thing which again 
didn't surprise me and actually stuck me in this thing compared to other times I've been is that the high quality of the 
production and the ability of the guys to have done an intellectually difficult task of memorising all those lines and then 
producing them. I mean it really highlighted how the fact that people who are prison doesn't mean, and some of them 
might be not very literate.  They've learnt the lines.  That they're not necessarily dumb et cetera.  But Graham has quite 
an interesting take about the island so…The fact that it was an island and the people who were performing. 
 
Yes. I do. It just gave something added to the play which wasn't necessarily there in the original but just seemed to fit. 
The isolation of an island in prison. 
No. The fact that they were Islanders. 
 
That so many of the cast looked like Islanders. Just seemed great. 
That's good. 
 
It seemed fitting knowing what the proportion of inmates are. I mean I don't know exactly but I have some idea. Just the 
picture I get of the only time I've been to Borallon was that they were more the non-islander, non-Aboriginal people 
who were in the Shakespeare but I haven't really got any strong knowledge about that. 
 
Were there any aspects of the performance that didn't work for any of you? I don't think so. Of the performance per se? 
Yeah. I have some questions later about the entry and exit. 
 
Possibly some weaknesses in some of the really minor characters almost as if they were sudden entries into the 
production. I suspect they were. Rob said something about that in the beginning. Did it detract? Not seriously. 
 
So the guy did it the way I would regard a high school musical and that I thought any weaknesses were more than made 
up by the energy and enthusiasm and general ump. And the sheer pleasure they seemed to be having. Yes. I mean it 
looked like genuine delight to me. Personally I would always prefer a play done with enthusiasm and over played it 
technically where the actors are technically brilliant. 
 
I think it looks good to see people overcome the difficulties. I mean I know it's a long time since I did any playacting 
but I wasn't very good. To see them attack the things that I know are so hard and win. Not all the time but a large 
proportion of the time. 
 
The performance itself   I think it was very (13.29).  I think it was very well adapted.  There was a fair amount cut out of 
that play and it worked well as a stand-alone shortened version. And they said, in talking to them they actually wanted a 
comedy and they'd gone through a choice of comedies. I think it was a really good choice. 
 
How did you feel entering and leaving the performance space? 
 
In terms of coming in right from the beginning or just into that hall? Right from the beginning. 
As [she] said earlier it was a bit delayed and possibly a couple of people on the entry could have sped up. We stood for 
about two hours but that's okay. The other thing is we had some information it would take some time. No. We were told 
to be there at 1.00 and we were and again it was a long process. Now whether that could have been sped up by the 
second or third person on at the front that would have made a big difference. No. Pretty standard. 
 
Has that been similar to your experience before of going in? 
 
No. The design of the building et cetera has simply made it much pleasanter for visitors compared to Borallon. I mean 
there's very little comparison. Much better but you don't want to hold discourse on that, do you? 
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No. Because one of the things that I'm interested in is this something about the project being still in the relatively early 
stages and particular at this facility in the early stages so does it matter if the program is more established in the facility. 
Do these kind of things get ironed out? 
 
I mean you can now wait under skin shelter with toilets et cetera.  Borallon it was 50 metres away outside the fence you 
had to go through a speaker phone and then they weren't listening down there. No. I mean I think that venue is now 
acceptable. The key thing is the overall policy of SERCO and the implementation by the CEO. I mean if the CEO 
decides that he doesn't like it that can be stopped in five minutes. If the CEO is really in favour as Mark obviously is it 
can go ahead and that I think is the difference for the audience. 
 
What do you imagine the prisoners got out of performing in front of you? So the specific about this question is 
performing in front of an audience. 
 
Particularly we were an audience that is not their family or the guards. I think very much the same as other people do 
about performing. Particularly the fact that we had less of a reason to think they're wonderful although they were very 
much in most of the people were connected to the ensemble. But I would have thought a real boost with our obvious 
pleasure. And us being more independent if you wish audience rather than somewhat biased family but whatever. I hope 
we did give our appreciation. I think so. 
 
I can already answer this question but do you prison theatre is worthwhile and what makes it so or not so?  
Someone else start. 
Do you think which? 
 
Prison theatre is worthwhile. 
 
I think so very definitely. Provided the choice of performance is right. I mean I can imagine choosing things that didn't 
fit in properly and could be very disruptive to some of the participants. 
 
Do you have an idea about … No. 
Titus Andronicus was done by QTC. The type of play. 
Well it was boring to say the least. Yeah. I think that would be very … 
Does the fact that it's Shakespeare matter? I was going to talk about the language. 
I'll say something about that. I think the kudos, you know how people say “you don't have to be a Rhodes scholar” and 
there's a whole thing behind it and I think to say to your family and friends “actually I'm doing Shakespeare” just lifts 
what you're doing. Gives it a kudos that “you're not, wow” which is I think very exciting for them. But the original 
question wasn't about Shakespeare. It was about … 
 
Do you think prison theatre is worthwhile? 
 
I met Mark this year at another venue. Nothing to do with prisoners and at some stage he said that was his job. His 
comment then was that prisons are the punishment for crime is the deprivation of liberty.  It is not necessarily to impose 
a whole lot of other punishments. I think that if everything that is done in prison to help people to re-join the 
mainstream when they come out is very sensible and people do not realise that they are going to come out and they're 
going to be living in their neighbourhood. So anything that helps them to normalise and to feel differently about 
themselves so that they behave differently is absolutely worthwhile. That's what the main thing should be happening in 
prison is actually helping prisoners to see other ways of behaving that's my opinion. 
 
The value of theatre to anybody…the value of theatre on an actor has well and truly been written on, it gives an 
opportunity to not only identify but take on the role of responsibility and emotions and other feelings. But I seriously 
think a couple of them did really well. One thing on the Shakespeare to add. One of those actors in particular I think 
took to light in the use of the richness of Shakespeare and the language and it shows. He was using the ‘doths’ and the 
withers’ beautifully and really giving the impression he was feeling the beauty of that language.  That was lovely. Is it 
of value, yes, because it extends the human experience for the actors in particular? The opportunity to identify with 
situations that weren’t that dissimilar to what they’ve must have been through and the fury and the anger and the 
jealousy and the confusion. 
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What do you think the role of the audience is in prison theatre? 
 
I think doing theatre without an audience doesn't work whatever! You don't have the drive to show what you've 
achieved. All you're doing without an audience is just showing your contemporaries or your fell actors a little 
improvement or a little different but the audience makes you come out and be alive. 
 
I say ditto to him and I'm assuming you'll have a question later about the value of educating the audience or something. 
I don't but feel free to comment on that. 
Okay. Given that our audience was mainly I mean someone would say surprised that we didn't have any links to 
anybody in the Shakespeare ensemble. I think if they could get more people to come along it would really help the 
general public to get a better understanding and I would strongly advise them to get some good journalists to come 
along and do some good write-ups. Mike Bruce for example does Parallel Lives in the Sunday Mail which is very well 
read. In fact it's the newspaper that's most read in Queensland. If he could do an inmate and a something, I don't know. 
 
Anyway I think it has great potential for getting people to understand the value of positive things in prison as opposed 
to always having the negative punishment. Hitting people on the head all the time. And frankly the more exposure 
people have to the prison, to the correctional system and everything else has to be of benefit. The only thing with that 
publicity is I'm not sure on the bottlenecks and turns of security clearance. That was an issue (25.01). 
 
They can deal with that. 
 
But they have to work out the process by which they deal (25.09). They have more performances and then that's okay. 
But given the screening, I’m not sure if clearance was really an issue. 
 
It's interesting that you say that because currently they did have someone from Triple J who was supposed to come to 
the performance but Triple J person didn't get clearance. Didn’t get clearance? 
 
Yeah. Their clearance was denied on the basis of them being a journalist. That's the information I've heard. 
 
So that would be a policy thing and there would be a thing too sometimes when certainly maybe Mark is being slightly 
more generous. They're all terrified of negative publicity. 
 
One quick thing I would like to add is I thought the crew interacting near the end was fabulous. Again they're obviously 
pumped but it was lovely to able to talk with them directly without any … 
 
Hesitation on their part. That was great. It was very nice. 
I'm very glad they debriefed that performing company on Monday. I think they would have needed it.  
Is this an experience that would you feel comfortable talking about in your own social network? 
Of course. I've been boasting about it. 
 
What are the reactions that you get from people? “Wow”. 
That “wow” is a very expressive word, isn't it? 
 
I've been working on, unsuccessfully I might add, on trying to reduce the over imprisonment of Aboriginal people for 
the last five years.  I talk to be people about it.  My hairdresser says “what have you been doing” and I say “I've been to 
a workshop about you know, or whatever. Her face literally from my hairdresser, the shopkeepers, I've never had 
anybody say “they should be locked up more” et cetera. It's really interesting. When you talk on a one-to-one 
relationship it seems to me that people react much more positively. I don't know. 
 
What about you? Have you had … No. 
He doesn’t talk to people the way I do. 
 
Yes. I find that quite interesting because I would say for the most part, I have a similar experience in the sense that 
people are usually “wow, that's really interesting”. Occasionally I've had one person say “what are prisoners doing 
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playing at theatre”. I just love that quote playing at theatre but possibly we were having lunch so it was a deep and 
meaningful experience. So I wonder if that part of it in generalist conversation people don't want to go too much into it. 
 
I think it's relevant. The organisation working for reducing imprisonment invited the now attorney general who was the 
attorney general in opposition early in 2012 to a discussion. He was nice about all our ideas and then he said “but public 
opinion wants more people locked up” et cetera. I said to him “I'd be really interested to know how you measure that. 
Do you count the number of phone calls or do you count the letters or what” and he was so uncomfortable. He was not 
happy to be asked that question and he turned to his minder and his minder went….but we never got an answer. I think 
this thing that they say that public opinion wants this without any real in depth thing is significant. 
 
That's interesting. Thank you for sharing that because that is interesting. Again this might be a bit of a redundant 
question for you but I have to give the same questions to everyone. Are you motivated to learn more prison theatre or 
become more involved? Why and why not? 
 
If they do performances like that every year. That would be great. I rather like going to amateur productions partly 
because of the way it brings individuals out and I think that that's even more important in prison because when those 
prisoners are released they need to be able to fit into the society. Not just run into a brick wall and bounce back. So I'm 
all in favour. I don't know whether I'd go to a musical. 
 
We could see some of them are very talented musicians. 
 
Yeah. 
 
Yeah. I don't think musicals would be a problem. Yes. I'd be happy.  I'm not sure that it's where I would put energy like 
I don't think I'm going to join and volunteer to help with the costumes or things like that. You have to remember we're 
both in our 70s and our energy is becoming limited. But I think it's a great idea when you get that book Shakespeare 
Saved My Life, you'll be interested to see, the thing is Graham was a management consultant. He says “any consultant 
coming into a thing makes a change whatever they do” and I think it's the same in prisons. Anything that's done that is 
different I mean you could take a circus in and get them to do circus. It's the having something different. 
 
I mean these are the important things. It's having something different and having people particularly if they're basically 
many of them volunteers who are giving their time and that’s the alternatives to violence project I'm a facilitator at. 
That's what they appreciate is that we come in and we give them three days of our time to work with them. They just 
think that's amazing so almost anything and anything that where they're treated like normal human beings helps them to 
feel like accepted human beings. Many people have either become criminals by mistake like in the fit of anger or 
something like that or they have a background in their life has been where blows is the way you interact. Where stealing 
is considered the norm et cetera. 
 
So they find it very hard to know how to behave with other people who don't think like that and any opportunity to 
interact with other people who are willing to say “seem like a normal human being to me, I'll treat you like that” is very 
valuable. 
 
That's interesting. It comes back to that point you were saying before about an educating experience for an audience as 
well. 
 
Yes. Absolutely.  I think that's a real positive and that's why they really need to get some performances where it's not all 
people who are already involved because I think it really does educate people. The workshop where I met Mark is 
actually on helping people to develop their own potential and he was there with someone from prisons who he's 
mentoring. The thing is that that's what all of us want to do in a way. That opportunity is really valuable. 
 
That's the end of my set questions. Is there anything else that you guys feel is important to add about the experience? 
Please do. 
 
I think they acknowledged the set … Yeah. The set. 
Construction. But we didn't see who they were acknowledging. 
 
I think they mentioned the person (36.18). We didn't capture the name. 
 
Yes. I think they did. That was really just talking amongst themselves almost. 
 
I imagine you've seen the films the guy bought from the States? I think I'll add in for you the economic argument. The 
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cost of supporting the Shakespeare Ensemble to do this and the cost to the centre doing it. At the moment an adult 
prisoner a day is something like $260 a day or something. I'm quoting chemo brain here but I can't remember the 
statistics but it's easy to look up. If you even stopped them coming back for two years or one year there's a significant 
financial benefit. There's also a really significant social cost to having adult males out of the family setting and this is 
very much discussed in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander situation where then all the boys grow up without the 
males being there to say “don't be rude to your mother and do and help” and just get back into line. 
 
You're probably too young to know this but honestly it's very hard for women because [my husband] used to work away 
a lot, to keep their kids as easily under control as when the dad is there to reinforce that thing. So the longer you have 
these adult males not changing their behaviour and out of the system and sometimes just because they've committed 
crimes doesn't mean that they don't actually help in the household in that way. So that's a significant thing. So anything 
that can be done is really worthwhile. Things like theatre has I think compared to say circus, the main thing it does is it 
enables them to try how behaving in a different way might be. 
 
Alternatives to Violence one of the things we do is we do role-plays and we really encourage people even to take cross 
gender, I mean they're all guys. So to take women's roles. If they're older to take young people just to take different 
roles. I mean this is just in a three hour thing but it really interesting where the people will say “it felt really different 
being that person, I hadn't realised”.  One of my really strong memories, this would have been in the late 90s is in the 
high security prison and they were all murderers and this and that. 
 
This guy said to me towards the end of the three days he said “I can have a real problem with empathy. (a) I didn't know 
what it was and (b) I didn't have any”. He said “I committed a double murder” and he said “I didn't even think about it. 
These people were in my way, they had to go. The easiest thing was to kill them.”  He said “do you know two years ago 
I met the daughter of the woman I killed and I suddenly realised that she was really unhappy about it.” He said “I've 
never thought of that. It hadn’t occurred to me”. So that's where I think theatre has a special thing because it gives them 
that opportunity to have those feelings. 
 
The difference is with the courses they do, they do anger management course. You should hear them talk about this. 
They loathe them. They have to go and they sit there most of the time. This is the room. Just from the way they talk 
about it they can't stand it. They feel that the people giving the courses don't understand them et cetera. Whereas if they 
do something where they're being angry but they actually have to control it because they're doing theatre.  There's so 
much more for them to learn. 
 
I thought it was really interesting how one of the Antipholus, the angry Antipholus he commented to the group but also 
to me individually that he had to really focus backstage to stay in that angry space. I thought “he did it so well” and it 
looked very genuine. So I thought that was really interesting that he, like you say, has to learn to control it and learn 
when it was appropriate to come out and how much. The only other thing I wanted to raise with you guys which had 
come up in some of the other talks is the relationship between the cast and the facilitators. 
 
Some people have commented that they would have loved to have seen an all prisoner cast. Some people have felt 
uncomfortable about particularly the on-stage relationships between the practitioners and the female facilitators. 
 
You mean they were hugging them? 
 
Yeah. Like that kind of thing. Admittedly people have said that they didn't want to feel that. It was an impulse 
experience and it's been females who have mentioned it. 
 
I think it doesn't matter what situation you are. There's likely to be some attraction for some of the people. Not 
necessarily opposite sexes. I mean I can't remember the exact one. There was a hostage situation and one of the female 
hostages became very friendly with one of the perpetrators, whatever they call them.  That happens everywhere.  So the 
fact that it happens in prison with somebody who's out of prison isn't very unusual. 
 
It’s very normal actually. 
 
I mean you might say that it's not punishing them which we don't really want but it is punishing them. If you go home 
and leave the person you're getting very friendly with locked up. It's very hard. 
 
If you're locked up and they leave I think I agree with what Graham's saying.  I'll add to that.  Alternative to Violence is 
one of the few groups that is allowed to (a) have run our workshops without a custodian in the room and (b) we are 
actually allowed to hug them. There's two things about that. One is that people will say “I just live for the hugs” just that 
physical contact and that’s with the men and the women. It's not a gender thing. It's the physical contact and the feeling 
of someone putting their arms around you and just hugging you. This is confidential. Don't mention from Alternatives 
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to Violence things because that would be unfair to them. 
 
But we did have a problem with some, I was even younger then but young women in their 30s who had personal issues 
of their own and who were dressing fairly inappropriately. Interesting our lead facilitator who's a slightly older guy 
wasn't pulling them in and I was a bit new and I thought “doesn't look right to me”. They were developing some 
inappropriate vibes. Now I started off by saying they had some issues. So I think the real thing that matters in this is that 
the people who are coming in like teachers, like doctors have some really strong briefings about appropriate behaviour. 
So it may be that these two people find they like each other et cetera. 
 
It is quite possible but they have to, particular the ones coming in from outside, have a real duty of care and a 
responsibility to behave appropriately. You have the group hugs that you just, it's like if you fall in love with someone 
else's husband. You're saying “no, gee I think you're hot” and that I think is something that people going in have to 
really strongly discuss and they have to say “if you're feeling something like this you need to talk to someone. You need 
some help and some guidance”. Maybe particularly because they're males (48.24) these days. But if someone is feeling 
too attracted actually the inmate might need some help too. 
 
I think it's good to have the issue brought up and I think that needs to be really, as Graham says totally natural. But it's 
got to be controlled out of fairness to everybody.  It is an issue which really should be carefully discussed beforehand 
because we'd been asked to wear appropriate clothing. Of course the girls were looking really rather delicious. That 
makes it more difficult. 
 
I think it's interesting about that briefing because a lot of people that I ask to come have never been to prison before. 
Had absolutely no experience. The things they were concerned about was “what do I wear and how do I interact” and 
I've had a few people say “some of them are really good-looking”. It's kind of like the forbidden fruit thing. 
 
That's right. 
 
It's not appropriate to go there for your own sake as well for anyone else's. So it's interesting how ambiguous those 
standards of going in are. 
 
Ambiguous? Did we see it? 
I found a lot of people who held back in the discussion part at the end held back because they didn't know what was 
appropriate or what was not appropriate. 
 
What to so. Yeah. That would be true and I would agree with that. (50.33) things that I'd think “I don't want to say that 
in public, I don't think it's appropriate”. 
 
Yeah. 
 
But I find that in any open discussions actually. 
 
Yeah. It's interesting how some people commented on other people seeming to make a big effort to be in contact with 
the prisoners. They made a beeline for them. They absolutely wanted to talk to them. Other people held back purely 
because they wanted to be natural and they wouldn't behave that way with a performer in any other context. 
 
Yes. Interestingly I didn't make an effort to go up to the prisoners. I probably would have behaved like that in at QTC 
quite often but one of the things is that I find particular interactions like that tiring. Energy draining. I just felt “no, they 
don't need me, I don't need them, I can just have a cuppa”. Perhaps in a smaller group if no-one was talking to them I 
would certainly have gone and talked to them. But I looked around and everybody had someone chatting. 
 
I think there's waves or intervals. Initially there's some people who will try and intermingle. The others will stand back 
and then decide it looks to be okay and it's whether at that stage that the prisoners in this case have gone and started 
talking to their mates. You just got to get that timing right and the whole system can change. 
 
Great. I'm happy to leave it there if you guys are happy. Shall we leave it here? Yeah. You need to go too. 
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Theatre Talk Four 
 
The magic red light is on. I've set up my phone as well. It's not an interview, it's a discussion so I have questions but if 
you digress that's perfectly fine. Let's get my questions out. The first one is pretty obvious. Did you enjoy the 
performance? What ways did you enjoy it and what would have made it better? 
 
Yeah. I really enjoyed it. It was really well thought out and I liked the way that the set was done. It was a beautifully 
painted set. I loved the way that the actors improvised around the script when they didn't quite remember the lines. They 
did it very well I think. I think the comic timing of a lot of the actors was very good. Yeah. I found it thoroughly 
enjoyable. 
 
Yeah. I liked it too. I thought it was good how a lot of the more difficult sections were taken out so that it was shorter 
for the audience to watch and a bit easier to perform. But I actually thought it detracted from the performance to have 
the facilitators in it. I think the girls were okay but I thought Rob being the main figure at the beginning and then having 
him in it throughout. I didn't really like that. I thought it would have been better for them to get another prisoner to 
perform that role. Otherwise it was fine. 
 
I think that originally they did have a full cast of inmates but through transfers and people being taken out. It's 
interesting. A few people have commented on that that it would have been better with just the inmates. 
 
Because it drew attention to it being a program run by facilitators rather than that just being a performance by a certain 
group of actors. Particularly when you've done the big introduction at the beginning explaining here’s what it is and 
who we are and blah-blah-blah. Then having him appear in the play as well I think it took away from the effect. 
 
Was there any symbolism in the fact that he was playing the father? Yeah. There is. 
I don't think there was any deliberate to be the father figure. No. 
I he probably took it on because he thought this is the hardest soliloquy and it's needed. If one of the prisoners stuffed 
up then it really does chuck the play off course a bit and I think he took responsibility on himself to get it right because 
he wanted to, in some ways it was to protect the prisoner. 
 
It was a really long speech. Yeah. It is. 
How was it similar or different to your assumptions and what surprised or confronted you? 
 
I was surprised by how well the prisoners adapted to the language of Shakespeare and when they found the language 
jarring they found ways around it to convey the comedy which I thought was very interesting and very good. The idea 
that Shakespeare by itself is not bound by language but the theatrical intricacies of Shakespeare can be conveyed 
through normal language if you so desired of the plots and the character are more important. I think the performance 
illustrated that. 
 
Yeah, I thought they dealt well with the plot and what they were saying. But I think that was surprising not because I 
thought it was being dealt well but because they obviously had an understanding enough to fill in the blanks of what 
they'd forgotten because they knew where the play had to go. They knew who's line it was next and who they had to 
lead into so they knew that there was a point that they had to get across with their part. So even if they didn't do it in the 
actual language or whatever they still managed to get the gist across. I don't know if that's surprising but I thought it 
was interesting that they had enough understanding of it. It was clearly that work had been done to understand more 
than just recite this. 
 
It also made it more intimate in that atmosphere because they worked around it and improvised it. They didn't just ask 
for a prompt or something like that which would have almost made a very stiff and formal setting. This made it much 
more intimate like you were almost seeing the play in a coffeehouse or something like that which I found very pleasing 
and very relaxing. 
 
I got their character into a little bit like the character.  
Yeah. Exactly. 
You were like funny. You're kind of strange so I was surprised at the end how well they mingled with everybody as 
well but I was confronted by the part where they were okay, now separate on either side of the room.  I really didn't like 
that very much. 
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Do you know why?  
Why it was confronting?  
Yeah. 
I suppose because you were in a space where you were encouraged to not see them as prisoners and just appreciate that 
they were performing Shakespeare and then when they mingled with you afterwards, they were wearing their uniforms 
but they were just chatting to you. So I think where they deliberately separated you it broke the magic because it was 
like now that’s done and everyone back to their own places. I thought it was a bit …  
 
What did you think of the songs that they sung right at the end there where they separated?  
 
The Bob Marley? 
 
Yeah. They repeated the Bob Marley song. 
 
It was really nice and suited the idea of the play I think. It was nice that they performed it because I think it also suited 
obviously the situation that they're in. The idea of optimism that you need I think. I don't profess to know but there 
seems to be this optimism that prison Shakespeare seems to bring out of them and I think the idea of the play being this 
whole total cock-up of various people meeting different people and getting it all wrong and it all coming right in the 
end. I think there's an element of that they truly, that some of them want to believe can happen in real life despite their 
past transgressions they can transcend that to become better people. People won't judge them just because of what 
they've done in the past. 
 
What about that question that that guy asked “would you hire any of us”? 
 
What was I saying to you in the car on the way back? I was saying to Matthew that I had this real problem with when I 
was watching it. We were put in a position with Rob's speech and with the speech of the prison director or whoever he 
was to have empathy or appreciation or sympathy for these guys in that they were doing this to be I don't know. Rob's 
(9.08) at the opening “this is not a program designed to make these people better, it's not there to rehabilitate them” but 
they still made us think they're doing good things here. Shakespeare is really hard and we should admire them for it. 
They're doing this as a step towards rehabilitation or whatever. 
 
But then at the same time you're reminded but they're here for some reason. You're not told what they did. You can only 
imagine what it was. You knew that one guy had been there for four years minimum because he'd done it three times 
before and last year it wasn't on so he had to have been there for that long before. I don't know. I didn't know how to 
think about them because while they were doing the play I was like “they're very open”. They were talking to (10.01) 
and it was like “yeah, they're really nice guys, easy to talk to, friendly” blah-blah-blah. But then I was like “yeah, but 
they're still here, what did they do to be here” and maybe I was just questioning how genuine they were. 
 
Particularly when they were answering the audience's questions some of their answers sounded really rehearsed. It was 
like “yes, I love Shakespeare because he makes me better” or whatever. Particularly that guy who played the police 
officer in the dress. (10.41). He sounded really, maybe it was just they rehearsed those so that they could have 
something to say to an audience or they had that question before so they just repeated. I don't know. But it just didn't 
sound genuine or sincere. It sounded rehearsed and like that was the answer you was supposed to get. 
 
But the guy who'd been there for a long time doing it for a while I thought he was believable. Yeah. That was the most 
confronting thing for me is trying to reconcile the idea of “he was an actor and blah-blah-blah and he was a prisoner and 
how I'm supposed to feel about you because before I went in you had done something wrong and I didn't like that you 
had done that. When I saw you do this you were fine and you were friendly and you were a normal person” so that 
weirded me out. I didn't know how to think it really. 
 
Has that had an effect on you? 
 
I thought of it as if there are plenty of shows and movies that you see where you appreciate the actors work but you 
actually think the actor's a real jerk. Not that I would allude any of the prisoners were jerks but I understood it to be a 
facet or a part that they played. Whether it has helped to rehabilitate them or not is what I saw to be beside the point. 
The point was I thoroughly enjoyed the experience so purely as an audience member. I really enjoyed the fact that I 
thought the performance was good and they obviously went into the performance with some gumption I think to get that 
out. But whether that affects them in a way that would help rehabilitate the process is another question entirely. 
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I don't know that it's fair to the program or to Rob or any of the other people, the prison officers or the prison governor 
to expect this program to be that life raft. I think what it should be is it should be appreciated as an activity where 
prisoners could throw their experiences and talents into the program constructing something.  But whether they see that 
as something whether that's up to the prisoners (13.31) who organise the program. 
 
I think the question that would have been helpful to ask would be why did they choose to take part in that program. 
 
Yeah. It just challenged my expectations. I didn't expect them to be, when they were performing I was like “okay, they 
were given the lines, top marks for remembering them” because I can't do that. But then afterwards they were equally 
loquacious and that was unexpected. They were friendly and chatted quite easily. 
 
Apart from what you've already said are there any aspects of the performance or the whole experience that didn't work 
for you guys? 
 
Didn't work? 
 
This is your opportunity to be critical of the performance. 
 
I think that depends on what your expectations of the performance were. I didn't go in thinking it would be particularly 
good so I was shocked that it was alright. Like I said I don't think it worked to have the facilitators in the play. But I 
think it worked.  The play worked.  I think people were involved in it because it was funny and the actors took it 
seriously, they got the timing right on that. You were interpolated into it so it worked. It was fine. I was expecting 
something a little bit more…maybe where they had it was a bit strange. Like having it in the officers mess or maybe 
they shouldn't have told us that was where it was because you still like “we're still not in the prison, we're not where 
these people live, we're not in their space, we're in the officers' space”. 
 
There was just another level that you still weren't getting to the actors really. Maybe they just shouldn't have told us that 
it was the officers' mess. I mean we wouldn't have known any different. We probably would have believed it was 
somewhere they went. I don't know. But I didn't think particularly stuck out that didn't work. 
 
I think it was very interesting how the facilitators performed. I think almost one or two of them tried to under act to try 
and allow the prisoners to show their performance which was interesting. It sometimes made the performance a little 
jarring I think because you had the facilitators not trying to act too well because you thought they had something in 
reserve. The others in the play acting a lot harder and things so that would be my only criticism that sometimes I think 
there seemed to be almost a willingness to allow the prisoners to shine and sacrificing. 
 
How do you feel about entering and leaving the performance space/prison itself? 
 
I was really disappointed at how un-scary it was. I was like I'm going to prison. It's going to be really cool. There's 
going to be bars and cells and wire all this other groovy crap. I felt like I was going through an airport. That was pretty 
much it. I wasn't frightened. I wasn't intimidated. I didn't feel like I was in any other unusual space to where I be 
normally so I didn't really get the whole enclosed prison feel. I thought it just felt like you were in a multipurpose room 
at a school. It looked a school. 
 
A few people say that it was like school. That's interesting. So that disappointed you whereas … 
 
It did disappoint me because I was like I'm going to have a really interesting experience here and it's going to be really 
confronting and scary and it just wasn't. It was so mellow. The security thing wasn't even scary. It was like “yeah, 
whatever”. 
 
Like you said we'll probably have to do that at airports soon. 
 
You pretty much. That box that closes you up. At the airports now they have that body scan they do and it looks like 
that and so you take off your shoes. It's like going through an airport. It was really non-intimidating or gave me any 
sense of me being in a specific location that was important to the mood or whatever of the play. It didn't have any 
impact on me at all. 
 
I think that's interesting because I think if you possibly asked the prison staff they would say that's a good thing if it 
doesn't feel like a prison. 
 
I don't know. I've never been in a prison before so I guess my expectations of a prison and particularly because they said 
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it's a high security prison. I was expecting a little more I guess. I don't know. I don't know what I wanted it to look like 
but I didn't think it would look like that. It looked like a school. 
 
To be fair I didn't see any of the cells or anything like that. We were given a very restricted view of the facility. 
 
I mean you saw the exercise garden. Guards were standing around but I didn't feel threatened or frightened or anything. 
I thought it was pretty mellow actually. 
 
I found it interesting. The idea of going into the prison and going through all the logistics of rigmaroles. It reminded you 
of the basic barriers even though it's a very obvious thing and just every procedure you had to go through reinforced the 
distance between the performers and the audience. I think it was quite interesting and made for an interesting mood 
before the performance.  It was almost a mood of anticipation because the idea of going through all these things to get 
to the performance not just showing up with a ticket. It made you feel like you really earned the right to see it so it was 
quite strange. 
 
The idea of sitting down and waiting for it I think is a, I wouldn't say it necessarily helped but it did build up this idea of 
“whatever it is that I'm going to see, I feel like I want to see it, I desire it because of all the things that came before it”. 
All the procedures and all the logistics. 
 
It took a long time for not very many procedures and logistics actually. All you had to do is have your photo taken and 
your fingerprint and then you walked through the metal detector and you were in. 
 
Yeah. But it was the fingerprint thing too. 
 
Yeah. But all you had to do was put your finger on the thing. I was expecting something a little bit more rigorous 
(21.33). I didn't really feel (21.35) in the prison at all. No more than I would feel (21.40) strangers perform at a theatre. 
In fact it was probably more intimate than that (21.48). None of the other people seemed to be particularly frightened or 
scared. There wasn't an air of fear about it. Everyone was still chatting and joking around. 
 
I think the idea of going through the procedures almost allowed you to feel like this was exclusive to you, to the 
audience. 
 
There was before I got in there I was a little bit anxious about it then I got through that stage of getting in and it was like 
“okay, that was nothing” and then you had the next bit “what are they going to look like, I wonder how they're going to 
be” or whatever then when you saw them and you were like “yeah, (22.39)”. I mean there was only one Caucasian 
person in the whole part and I don't know whether that's reflective of the makeup of the prison or whether it just so 
happened that the ones that volunteered for it this year were all Indigenous whatever.  I didn't expect them to be that but 
I don't know why I didn't expect that because it makes sense. 
 
That's interesting because in other talks what people have commented on was the fact that there was no Aboriginal or 
Indigenous people in the past. They were all … 
 
I can't really tell the difference.  You can tell the difference but you don't want to presume you can tell the difference so 
you look and you go who knows. You could be but they looked indigenous to me. But I mean (23.44). There was that, 
he looked almost African American. 
 
Yeah. The tall …  
Tim was his name?  
Yeah. 
He didn't look like a Torres Strait Islander but he could have been. I don't know. 
 
What do you imagine the prisoners got out of performing in front of an audience or in front of you guys as an audience? 
 
I think it adds a bit of legitimacy to what they've done. The idea of you construct something and perform in front of 
anyone. There's an element of risk and reward there. But in front of total strangers who have made the effort to come 
into your space that there is, I think there's a great deal of legitimacy and it also reinforces the ownership that you have 
the text your working with. I think that's what they get out of it. The idea of that this is our thing and we created it and 
now we can perform it for someone. I think that's quite important. 
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I think they had more anxiety about performing for their families than they did about performing it for us. They seemed 
a bit more relaxed and “it's not so important that we impress you guys because we don't know you and we'll never see 
you ever again”. 
 
There was that guy that who said we won't see you ever again. 
 
What they got out of it? You can't rehearse a play for yourself. I mean the whole point of it is to do it in front of people 
and to get a reaction. 
 
What do you think is different or is there something different about performing for their families and performing for lay 
audiences? 
 
Yeah. But I don't think that has anything to do with then being prisoners. It'd be the same as an actor performing for 
their family versus performing for strangers. I mean I think maybe it might be a little bit more anxiety because their 
families might not be or have been exposed to Shakespeare before themselves. I don't know about their families or 
where they've come from (26.08) cultural status. They may not have expected them to be able to perform in 
Shakespeare or maybe they don't want them to or it's nerdy or weird.  I think that it may have been just enlightening for 
the families as for the prisoners. 
 
They might have been a bit more anxious about other prisoners' reactions and their family's reactions than our reactions 
because like that guy said “you guys kind of get it”.  There was an assumption on their part that the second audience of 
us were coming to it from either a more educated or more exposed to Shakespeare point of view. They were less 
anxious I guess about getting the meaning across or looking good. 
 
Do you think prison theatre is worthwhile and what makes it so or not so? 
 
Yeah. Definitely I think it's worthwhile. On a very base level it gives prisoners something to do and something to help 
them try and wile away the time creativity which I think is important. 
 
But I wanted to know what they were going to do after this. They all said this was a really good program and really 
helpful and they enjoyed doing it. The guy said at the end of (27.55). It's like what are you replacing that with. Is there 
another program that they go onto now or do they go to being bored or doing nothing? It's like how much impact can a 
six week program that only happens once a year have. I thought (29.01) worthwhile. (29.03)? 
 
Six weeks. 
 
It's technically 10 weeks actually. 
 
Ten weeks. I think they need to clarify whether this program is actually there and what purpose it serves. Is it 
rehabilitative whether it be purposefully rehabilitative or just it ends up being that way incidentally? Because like Rob 
was saying, I just remember him saying that at the opening and I thought it was really weird because I'm like “what 
other purpose is there, you are just using them as guinea pigs to test out the effects of various things” because it has to 
be in some way rehabilitative. Why else would they be doing it? 
 
I suppose certainly from a funding position or … 
 
(29.55) doing it for fun. But I don't think they would be. I think they're expecting to get something out of it as well. I 
don't know whether they're told they'll get something out of it by the facilitators or by other prisoners who have done it 
before or whatever. It seems that that was the case. One of them said “yes, so-and-so talked me into it” so they're clearly 
expecting to get something out of it. 
 
Do you think it matters if that something out of it a personal development thing or a more measured thing such as in 
other programs you can get educational credit for it and stuff like that? Does it matter what type of outcome there is if 
there is one? 
 
Probably not for an audience or for the actors. It would probably matter for the funding of the program (30.54) to allow 
to continue. Because if there's no point or no, I'm not saying there's no point but if you can't write down or outline for 
someone this is why we do it then I think that, you've got almost (31.11).  It's the same as with everything.  You've got 
to write “yes, this will have an impact on blah-blah-blah” and you've got to articulate why you're doing something and 
what the outcome is going to be and whatever else. That you can either get funding or be allowed to continue or 
whatever. Whether I personally think it's worthwhile, I don't have a problem with them doing it. 
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I think that the motivations for the facilitators doing it and for the prisoners is (31.40). I would wonder as to how you 
judge whether it's worthwhile and what effect it's had on them or whether they go through a process after they've 
performed of answering questions about how it's changed perspectives or affected them or whatever. Is there any focus 
on that within the program? 
 
I think it's difficult to judge effects in something like prison theatre in a way because different people are going to seek 
out different goals at the end of it and there will be different, even with that there will be different effects on the various 
inmates I think. In the self-reflection there will be an element of being economical (32.30) I think by the prisoners. I 
don't think necessarily prisoners will (32.33) to the idea of a question and answer reflection process. 
 
It would be interesting to see their answers because there would be those rehearsed answers. 
 
No. But I don't necessarily think that they would be (32.47) just because of the environment they're in (32.50).  
But if they were questioned individually it (32.55). 
There's also a very … 
 
Do they generally feel like that?  
They do. 
When it's finished they try and evaluate what effect it’s had? 
 
Yeah. They do a bit of a debrief.  They collect responses and that kind of thing.  As far as I know there's not a follow up 
like in about six months' time or something like that. I figure that's purely a logistic thing because it would be quite 
difficult to do that if people have moved and things like that. 
 
I think for (33.27) a sense of pride and I think for a lot of prisoners it would trying to build up some sense of self- 
esteem. (33.38) low-esteem causes crime so the idea of (33.45) creates something and being part of something that has 
apparently creative and apparently spontaneity rehearsed and put together and (34.01) and being part of that. Having 
that improves one's own self-worth. 
 
I'd like to see it be part of a bigger program though. It seems a bit isolated in Australia I guess.  Like you were saying 
it's only a 10 week thing and that's over and done and they move onto the next year. But I think maybe to be worthwhile 
(34.24) keep going with those kinds of self-esteem building things. It needs to be part of a bigger program where if they 
do Shakespeare is one thing then great. If they do something else as well next then that's good too. I don't know how 
worthwhile just one (34.49). 
 
I suppose in economical terms is it worthwhile enough for you guys to put money to it or would it be?  
Personally or what do you mean? 
You can take that question how you want. If you were in a position would you put money to it and is the putting money 
to it a “no, because it's not my type of charity, I put money somewhere else” or would you support public funding going 
to it? If you hear of the government giving money to it, is that something that you think is a good thing or a bad thing? 
 
As it is I would imagine it's not as charities go the most expensive charity. In that sense I could imagine that if you gave 
someone (35.56) finance and results. In that sense I guess it's very appealing than other charities you could see some 
tangible result that I think sometimes you don't see in bigger charities. 
 
I think though for it to have government funding if we talk about that level of funding, I'd want it to articulate what its 
purpose was, why it was doing it, what you got out of it and that requires the research that you're doing and people who 
are researching the actors that are doing it or whatever. I think they'd have to articulate that and for it to be a 
government funded program, it would have to be more regular than once a year. There might have to be criteria for 
being able to participate in it so as it is now I don't think I would support government funding for it. 
 
Would I personally support it? I don't have a problem with it. I don't think it's a bad thing but I probably wouldn't 
support it based on my interest doesn't really lie there. I think that there are probably more important things to 
contribute to than that. Not saying that it's not important or I don't believe it's a good influence or whatever. But I give 
money (37.43) I guess. I would give money to it if they explored I suppose other types of plays as well. If it was 
encouraging more variety or a wider reading in prisons I think that's a good thing. Not just because of literacy or 
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whatever or memory in reciting the lines but in exposing them to a variety of different, I think I'd probably be more 
inclined to support it for that. But not so much (38.21). 
 
It's good. One of the reasons why I ask that question is because again it comes back to how different programs are 
marketed. Like you said Rob said the goal is to … 
 
(He’s not the best if I can say this. He is not the best spokesman for the brand. I thought the director of the prison 
having him there was quite nice and I thought that really fostered, it must come from him. This friendship or 
camaraderie between the prisoners and the guards which was really very obvious they knew each other. They were okay 
with each other and he spoke about them like they were people and we were happy to do it. He was very supportive but 
Rob just confuses you when he talks to you. He doesn't even know the point of his own, he's just not the best 
spokesperson. 
 
But that’s him though. It isn't the rehabilitative program. He says that. 
But his goal in introducing it and is to try and get people to support it financially, support it ethically and to get people 
increase interest, increase awareness blah-blah-blah but he targets a very small group of people. When he was at the 
thing here and they hung around with certain people that he knew, the other facilitators, the other academics. He doesn't 
give it to a wider audience and he doesn't really go very far in justifying or articulating why it's important, why it's 
good. 
 
When he even does try to do that he stuffs it and says “this is not supposed to be rehabilitative” and you're like “what is 
the point, why are you doing this other than just your own personal research into prison Shakespeare”? Yeah. He's not 
the best spokesperson. Maybe that’s why he was particularly distracting in the play. Maybe you better not use that. 
 
That's fine. That kind of information from audience members is good because I think part of the thing  with practitioners 
is they are in a bubble. 
 
The others didn't have a very obvious influence. Like Matt said they stepped back and whether or not that detracted 
from their characters was irrelevant because it's not like we're going for an in depth portrayal of the female characters or 
whatever. Like Leah is like of quiet and she talks about why she does it and that's fine.  It's more of a relationship with 
the prisoners' kind of thing. She's good but Rob's very intrusive is probably not the right word but he's a bigger 
personality. He emphasises his own role and influence in the process and it's a bit all about him kind of thing. He could 
probably tone it down a bit. 
 
Do you have anything to add to any of that? 
 
Yeah. I think that Ashley's right. It difficult to pitch a charity when you contradict what many people assume is obvious 
(41.58). 
 
Maybe they themselves haven't got an understanding of what the point is. 
 
I think Rob just thinks that he doesn't want to restrict it to rehabilitation. If rehabilitation comes from that that's a 
welcome bonus but introducing the prisoners to Shakespeare and construct a performance of Shakespeare I think that's 
post-modern way that's good enough for him like the gesture (42.34). The means justify the ends (42.38). 
 
But if you should articulate why it's important and why Shakespeare is particularly important. Do you know what I 
mean? 
 
Yeah. As opposed to … 
 
Why did they pick Shakespeare and not Beckett? Or (42.49). 
Or a modern playwright or a gothic playwright or a romantic playwright. Why did they pick Shakespeare other than just 
they're involved in the program and that's their specialty.  You know that can't be the only justification particularly if 
you're looking for funding. That's my thing. 
 
I think part of the reason is that Shakespeare is, even though people don't know his plays. They know who he is. He has 
an immense cultural capital and the idea of performing Shakespeare to a lot of prisoners may seem intimidating. The 
idea to have climbed that summit is … 
 
But also for the audience being told these prisoners are going to perform Shakespeare. It means they must be a better 
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kind of prisoner than everyone else because they can do Shakespeare. 
 
What do you think the role of audiences is in prison theatre? I mean you've both touched on it. 
 
It depends on the audience of course. The families of course have a different relationship with the performers than we 
did but I think part of the reason is just to legitimise their own work that I think is important. It makes it feel like it's 
something to share. I think that's part of the thing that prison Shakespeare is trying to get across is that this is something 
they do that can go outside the prison which seems mundane to everyone else but to them there's very little of what they 
do that actually goes outside the four walls of the prison.  But this is something they can do and people can be invited 
into a prison and they can do this performance and then they can talk about it outside the prison. That has some 
symbolism. Symbolic work (45.04). 
 
I think it's the same role as any audience of any theatre. I mean you're there to watch and appreciate what's going on but 
I don't think it's probably more, maybe not more but just as important or impactful on an audience than the prisoners. I 
mean I think a lot of the expectations I had of prisons and prisoners were challenged I suppose (45.35). Not challenged 
in a bad way because I was expecting worse than what I got but that makes me, it's so confused me going to see this 
because I'm like they're probably not representative of the majority of prisoners in that place. I mean clearly we're 
getting the ones who, I don't know what the criteria is (46.02) but clearly we're getting prisoners who probably aren't the 
worst ones there. Kind of a bit more mellow. 
 
I'm sure there are real arseholes in there and I'm sure there are scary parts of the prison as well. I don't know. From what 
I saw they looked pretty okay. I know that they said that they didn't want to tell you their names and what they'd done. 
I'm okay with not knowing their names. I get that but I think it would actually be additionally challenging or interesting 
to tell us what they'd done.  Not individually but just have a list of these people were involved in these types of crimes. 
Not so that we can single them out and hate them but so that how I was saying there was that conflict between feeling a 
connection with them and an empathy for them and being worried about feeling that empathy because they're not great 
people (47.10). 
 
I think that would have been heightened or more interesting if I knew what they'd done.  Because I mean you speculate 
in your head about they had done and you go to the Google and go “what do people in high security have to be 
convicted of to get into high security”? 
 
Would you seriously do that? 
 
Yeah. I wanted to know what did they do because I think that would have been … 
 
I think going back to Rob's point that this isn't a rehabilitative process. I think he wanted to make it more like a genuine 
theatre. Like a theatre that is outside these restrictions than the one that was obviously put upon them. The idea of you 
see actors all the time at QPAC or something like that and you see their program, you see their work, you don't see the 
other side to their life. 
 
Yeah. You don't see if they've been on the dole or how many parking tickets they have.  
That's true. 
Yeah. But you don't see the darker side or the other side. The private side. There is an element …  
But I think that they should be taking advantage of it. I don't think they should be … 
But he doesn't say. I think that's because he doesn't want to be, I think he's pointed out this is not a rehabilitative 
process. I think Rob to a certain extent genuinely thinks this is constructing theatre in a different environment. They get 
something out of it well and good but it's the theatre process that will build that base on. 
 
I don't like that. I mean I think it's asking the audience to ignore where you are, who you're watching when actually the 
entire point is to either change the audience perspective on these people or get them to experience something with the 
audience that's, they should take more advantage of it and make it a point that you're in a prison and these are people 
who have committed these crimes. 
 
But Rob would … 
 
How does that have an impact on the theatre process? That should be the point of it not just “can we create theatre 
wherever we feel like”? 
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Rob would probably say, I don't want to put words in Rob's mouth but he would probably say “you're not really in 
Verona and you're going to see Romeo and Juliet anyway”. 
 
Yeah. But I think … 
 
You're not really in Venice when you see the Merchant of Venice. 
 
But I think that questions the motivation about the program as well.  If Rob's main, not just Rob but the facilitators if 
their main thing is to make a point about theatre in that they can create it anywhere, it's for everyone, it's dependent on 
an audience, it doesn't matter who you are as an actor then the program would have a less worthwhile or less, maybe 
that's the problem. I can't articulate it because they're going (49.47) the theatre instead of saying “actually we're doing 
this for the prisoners or for audiences or to conduct research about what impacts outside factors have on the 
verisimilitude within a theatre play or production”. 
 
I don't know where their focus is but it is on just creating theatre anywhere that's the wrong motivation I think. If I 
found that out I'd be more inclined to support it if they said “actually we're doing it not just to demonstrate that theatre 
can be everywhere but that we're looking at specific impacts on theatre process”. I go “yeah, okay, that's interesting, 
here you go”. If his point was just “I want to make the point that theatre can be here, there and everywhere and have the 
same impact, same thing”. I don't like that. It's like a guinea pig experiment thing and I don't like that. 
 
You mentioned this before Ash, you think it's good for the prisoners but it's also good for the audience.  
Yeah. 
You want to talk more about that? What audiences get out of it or what do they … 
 
What you're getting out of it I think is a pretty personal thing. I don't know. Maybe there might be general responses 
which a lot of people say the same thing. I don't know. I think it's good for you in that it challenges your expectations 
not just about the prisoners. You're not just concerned about them. In fact they were quite a small part of it for me when 
I was going in. I more thought “I don't even think I want to go into a prison”. I mean it's quite a strange thing. (51.36) 
you don't want to go into a prison. You don't do things so you don't go there and you're putting yourself in a position 
where you're going into it freely but going into it. 
 
I think most people are like me. They've never been in one. They don't know people in one. They have very exaggerated 
ideas of what it's going to look like, who's going to be in it, what the guards are going to be wearing or how they talk to 
you that kind of thing. I think when you go there it's maybe not so much about the theatre aspect of it as being the 
important thing. I think it's more like you can appreciate or challenge your expectations of a place you'd never go to, 
people you'd never meet. I don't know. I don't think you sit down and go “I wonder how theatre is going to work within 
this context”. 
 
As an audience member you're not really thinking that but I think it was a good experience to have. (52.42). I would 
never go again.  I think I've challenged myself enough although if you said to me “we're going to do it” maybe different 
prisons would be different. I'd probably never go back there not because it was bad or anything but I just (53.03) 
something at a school. Maybe in a higher security prison or maybe a minimum security but to see the difference 
between the level of prisoner I guess might be interesting. It's as important for the audiences and the actors. 
 
Do you have anything to add? 
 
Yeah. It was a really interesting process to go and to have your assumptions about this challenged and have the 
performance play out in front of you while this other idea is going on your head.  It was credit to the performance about 
how well you eventually got into it but you almost forgot where you were. I think it's that sort of thing. I think is that 
something because of comedy of levity? Is it because it's a very light Shakespeare play? Does that help you engage a 
little bit more and therefore allows what is basically an intimate setting seem just intimate rather than oppressively 
intimate? Or is it if we had something like King Lear being performed it would be the same sort of thing? 
 
Yeah. That's a good point. 
 
I wonder if Rob thinks about theatre space when he chooses a play because I think it was quite an interesting choice of 
play. It was a farce and makes you feel light-hearted and positive. It made you feel good at the end of it all and it just 
made you feel engaged with the players. And you could be rowdy which made the whole space feel more enjoyable. 
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I think that's a good point on what play is performed and how (55.25). Because if they'd done Hamlet or Macbeth or one 
of the political plays even I think the mood would have been quite different. I think the response to it might have been 
quite different. 
 
That's interesting. 
 
Even one of the more heavy comedies like Much Ado About Nothing or something like that (55.55) in the second act or 
the second part of the play where it gets dark. 
 
I think of speeches like Richard The Second when he's in prison delivering a soliloquy or in Merchant of Venice when 
he's talking about “if you prick my finger, do we not bleed the same” that sort of thing. 
 
Does Rob choose the play or is it a mutual thing? 
 
I think as a group they choose a play. The facilitators give the individual performers speeches from different 
Shakespeare plays that they think suit that person. But I think when it's actually choosing the play it's a group decision. 
It's funny that you were saying before that it's all about Rob because in the training process he likes to emphasise that 
it's not about him. It's about the group. I know that the general consensus was that they would definitely do a comedy. 
 
Whether that was the facilitators who thought that before they went in and discussed it with the inmates or whether that 
was something that they all discussed. That is quite unusual. Usually they do, not them specifically but in my 
experience most prison Shakespeare programs end up doing … 
 
Poignant. 
 
Yeah. Certainly the tragedies are much more … 
 
I mean the audience might get more out of one that's a bit more like that.  But I think maybe the prisoners would too or 
at least be challenged more by it because I mean this comedy of errors and the funny thing is kind of like an escapism 
thing. But maybe one that's a bit more deep, dark, whatever might be more challenging for them because they're not 
escaping from it. They are trying to appreciate the character who's in the same position as they are. Maybe their 
response to it and the audience's response to seeing that as well might be very different to watching a comedy that is 
almost designed to make you forget where you are. Maybe a play that's actually about where you are might be, the 
reaction might be a bit different. 
 
Was this an experience you feel comfortable talking about in your own social networks? Why and why not?  
Yes. Because you are my social network. 
True. But with your families and stuff.  
Yeah. We talked about it. 
Was there a hesitance about talking about it or did you notice other people's reactions?  
It was the same reaction as whenever I mention Shakespeare. It's like “yeah”. 
That's interesting. 
 
I think there's an element of because you're going to prison … 
 
Yeah. People are more interested in “you're in a prison, what was that like”? 
 
Yeah. The danger of prison with the highbrow aspect of Shakespeare. A lot of people say “never the two shall meet” but 
all of a sudden they come together in this crazy scenario. You do get a lot of people thinking what it was like. The 
questions they ask you were basically how was it, what did you think of the prison. 
 
Were the actors really bad? 
 
Yeah. Were the actors really bad? 
 
I got a lot of “but why did they do that and how much did you have to pay for it”. 
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When I first told my father, he laughed because he was so… so he was (60.22). There's that idea I think of that cultural 
clash and the idea that there's a lot of predisposed assumptions about both prison and Shakespeare that challenged 
(60.36). 
 
I think though that they thought that the prison element added a bit of interest to Shakespeare.  
Yeah. Exactly. 
I think a lot of people although they can appreciate the highbrowness of Shakespeare are a bit bored by hearing about it 
so often or by going to it. Shakespeare is either you like it or you don't kind of thing. I think they were like “it might be 
more interesting if you go to prison and they do it” (61.09). 
 
The democratisation of Shakespeare and theatre in general but in Shakespeare in particular seems to be something that 
they all were interested in to some degree or another. Because I still think that Shakespeare still has that intimidation 
factor and it still seemed, despite everyone's efforts to try make it into movies and funny (61.44) and all sorts of other 
things. It still seems like a pinnacle of English playwriting anyway. The idea of bringing that down to prison level is 
almost seen as a (62.02) or naughty. There's an element of naughtiness about it (62.06) the idea of sticking it up the 
posh. 
 
Are you motivated to learn more about prison theatre or become more involved? I know you've already answered this 
question. Why and why not? I suppose the other thing about that is would you encourage other people to participate in 
this kind of thing? 
 
I think it's an experience that is very useful or is very interesting to see and I would like to see how if they do other 
things as well besides prison Shakespeare. If they would be able to extend their program. I think it'll be interesting as I 
say because Shakespeare is has so high regard.  It'll be interesting to see what would happen if they did something with 
a more obscure playwright or more modern playwright. Even someone like David Williamson. What would happen? 
 
Yeah. I'd be more inclined to be involved (63.15). 
 
I think to a lot of people that would allow the practicalities of prison and theatre seem to be more in alignment. Whereas 
there's still this idea of Shakespeare being high culture the prisoners could never attain to it. While probably inherently 
false I think (63.40). 
 
I'd be interested to hear about developments if they change the program or further develop the program. I'd probably 
keep up to date with it. I probably wouldn't get involved with doing anything with it myself just because Shakespeare is 
not my area of interest. I'd be vaguely interested in thinking about the difference in reaction between the academic 
audience so clearly the second audience who have been invited by people who were involved with the program from a 
particular selection of people. Everyone there clearly either read some Shakespeare, studied some Shakespeare, knew 
about Shakespeare and they were also I think from a fairly well-educated background. 
 
They were perhaps more open to watching prisoners do it and be more open minded about the whole process versus 
maybe a more lay audience who probably have stronger objections or more closed minded about certain things. Yeah. 
I'm more interested in the differences between different audiences. But I'd keep up with it but I wouldn't do anything 
with it unless they wanted to do some play that I liked. I'd be able to help out but it seems a fairly dominated group. 
They said that they're the only prison Shakespeare in Queensland or even Australia and I wouldn't feel like that group 
could be infiltrated.  These are the three facilitators and Rob's the leader and then these are the other ones.  Even though 
I think Leah is the leader and not Rob. 
 
She's the program manager. 
 
But it seems a very “we're doing it and it's our thing and you're invited to come along”.  I didn't really get the feeling of, 
when Rob was “we invite to support it financially” and when Leah said “you're invited to come along”. (66.01). But 
there was never a “we'd like more people to become involved in facilitating this play”. There was never that kind of 
emphasis even though they're the only ones in the country doing it. It seems very closed off (66.18) group so I probably 
wouldn't approach it. 
 
In terms of sparking interest about prison theatre more generally. If I said “there's this book” or “there's that 
documentary” would that spark your interest? Would you go “yeah, I might watch that” or “that might be an interesting 
read”? Does the interest only evolve in an interest sense or does it change into actual tangible (66.55)? 
 
  
Jami Leigh Acworth - Mphil Thesis Submission 128  
I know what you mean. I probably wouldn't. 
 
I might watch the documentary. I don't know if I'd buy it. I'd watch it. I would be interested to find out holistically how 
that sort of thing works but it wouldn't be high up in my list of priorities. Yeah. The idea of prison theatre and other 
countries and things like that (67.23) articles about it. 
 
I think you either have to have a vested interest in theatre or in communication theory or prisons or whatever. It's not 
like you study it from a literary performance of Shakespeare or anything like that. It's not really about Shakespeare. It's 
kind of a specific niche-y thing to be interested in really.  Because I'd never really thought about it.  I like going to the 
theatre but I don't have a particular interest in theatre performance or production or whatever. I don't really have a 
particular interest in prisoners either. It's like while it was an interesting experience it hasn't really introduced an interest 
for me that I didn't have before. 
 
If you came across stuff maybe … I'd read it. (68.23). 
Unless it put in your way.  
Yeah. 
That's great. That's the end of my specific questions. IS there anything else that you guys want to comment on or 
reactions or something that you thought should be said? 
 
I think I've covered everything. 
 
Hopefully that means my questions were leading enough questions. 
 
It's also been a little bit while since I saw it too. I'd be interested to know what happens to the prisoners. I don't know 
whether to keep calling them prisoners or actors. It's strange. I want to know what happened to them. 
 
I would be interested to see because obviously a peer reaction within the prison (69.25). Within the first audience I 
would be interested to know (69.31) peer reaction within the first audience and families about the performers, their 
relatives, their friends performing this sort of thing and whether the reaction were better or worse than they would have 
been because other people were approving of it (69.46) who had stronger personalities. 
 
(69.53) as well on prisoners as audience. Not just prisoners as performers because I'm sure that it had some kind of 
impact on other prisoners. Whether it made them want to do it next year or whatever. Maybe look specifically at the 
makeup of the audience and what impact it had on academic type people, prisoner people, lay people, family. I think 
that's quite an important distinction to make within the audience makeup. 
 
Yeah. Because you hear a lot about peer pressure in prisons but I think the extension of it was obviously that these 
prisoners have families and stuff. This environment where they were inside the prison with inmates in the audience. It 
would be interesting to (70.44) similar to peer pressure. Even in a passive way. 
 
I'd certainly would be very interested about how the guy who was playing the courtesan goes back into the main 
population of the prison (71.06). Does he cop flack for that or is he admired for doing that? 
 
Within the group who were performing, I think they seemed to have this understanding that they protect each other from 
any flack that was received.  I don't know about any other prisoner inmates but I don't think I'd take that group on. I 
mean they're a big enough group to be “nobody pick on one of us, we'll protect each other” kind of thing. 
 
That raises a no question about is this prison theatre reinforcing cliques within the prison? 
 
Yeah. That's an interesting way to look at it. Maybe not a clique. I didn't get the feeling from them that they were 
excusive and when they invited other people to come and do it and encourage people and talked them into doing it. It's 
like they were adding to the group so the ones that had been doing it for a long time clearly saw that they liked doing it 
or they had some positive impact on them (72.04). 
 
But I guess are they inviting people that (72.06). 
 
I think it's more building friendships or something. I don't know. I suppose prison could be very isolating and so they're 
kind of “it's for our protection” thing I guess. 
 
That's the other thing is that the idea of casting stuff itself. Do the prisoners help cast the play or was it … 
 
I think so. I think certainly usually for female roles, people have to be approached and nudged “would you mind playing 
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a female role” or if a particularly strong person wants to play a minor role and there's no-one to play a major role they 
might be leaned on a little bit more for that reason. But I think I would say that's kind of standard anywhere and it 
wouldn't matter if that was a men's community group or a boys' school or something like that, those things would be 
similar. I'm happy to leave it there if you guys … 
 
Thank you. 
